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Public Libraries encourages letters to the editor. Letters are used on a space-available basis and
may be excerpted. Preference will be given to letters that address issues raised by the magazine.
Acceptance is at the editor’s discretion. Send to Renée Vaillancourt McGrath, 248A N. Higgins
Ave. #145, Missoula, MT 59802; publiclibraries@aol.com.

Join the Club

I very much enjoyed Diane Nevill’s article, “A Passion for Cultural Understanding
Makes ‘Let’s Talk English’ a Success” in the May/June issue. Research shows that
merely learning the grammar and vocabulary provided in our adult education ESOL
classes is not enough. Public libraries can help by providing the sort of conversational
context described in the article. In the last year, the Montgomery County Public
Library has tripled the number of branches offering English conversation groups, and
I hope to see many of the rest follow suit in the coming year. I think this article will
help. Thanks!—Peter Fekety, Senior Librarian, White Oak Library, Silver Spring, Md.

Public versus Academic Libraries

As I read Renee Vaillancourt McGrath’s “Editor’s Note” in the May/June issue (“Our
Friends in Academia”), I heard myself thinking, Yes, yes, exactly. When I moved from
a public library to an academic library I had many similar responses—the rich collec-
tion including electronic databases, the deadening effect of the imposed query. I
remember in particular a student who approached me looking for the meaning of
“carpe diem.” (This was in the mid-1980s, before the Internet and before the movie
Dead Poet’s Society, which popularized the term.) I took him to three sources that
gave explanations supplementing each other. But that was not what he wanted. He
wanted the information to be preblended and from one source; a self-imposed query
in which he had very little stock. 

This question serves as an example of another contrast I noticed. The next year,
at about the same time, another student asked the same question. And this was just
one of many of the same questions asked the next year at the same time. I remember
thinking that after a few years of predictable questions, a reference librarian would be
pained to bring energy to the same old questions coming up at the same old times. In
fact, that revelation prompted me to return to public libraries in another state. 

That memory leads me to yet another observation. Recently, representatives from
my library met with a group consisting of people from academic, public, and special
libraries. They were choosing a periodical database to share. The academics
“strongly” recommended one database over another. I overheard a conversation of
people who had attended the meeting and realized that they had been led to believe
that the academically supported database was somehow more intellectually satisfying
than the other. But having worked with both, I knew that the database preferred by
the academics actually was the one that was dominated by articles with sort of closed
answers, complete enough to satisfy an assignment, brief enough to discourage further
investigation. The other database tended toward more varied sources and articles. I
was reminded how intimidated by academics public library representatives can be.
And I was further reminded of how much more challenging public library reference
is, with its preponderance of questions coming from the patron’s need to know.
Imposed query research has a clear end—knowable or at least estimative—from the
beginning, while in the self-imposed query the end is not clear, and, in fact, there is
often not an end. 
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S
everal years ago I worked at a
library that was in the process of
constructing a new building. As a
department coordinator, a lot of
my time was spent in planning
meetings and in discussions with

architects and other designers. Although I
left that library before the new building
opened, I often dream that I’m going back to
work in the new building. In these dreams, I
usually don’t know my way around, and I’m
not entirely sure what my position is, but I
don’t want to ask anyone for fear of sound-
ing foolish. Sometimes I’m back at the
library for a job interview, and sometimes
I’m wandering through the children’s and
young-adult departments (where I used to
work) and observing what has gone on since
I’ve left. 

I also frequently dream about the
Boston Public Library, even though I only
worked there for six months. In these dreams, I’m usually
working part-time at the library and part-time at CVS (a phar-
macy that I worked at as a high school student), and I always
have trouble remembering when I’m scheduled to work at
which job. Sometimes I realize that I’ve missed several shifts in
a week and haven’t even called in to tell my supervisor. When I
do make it to work at the library, it’s a dark and spooky (but
magnificently elegant) place in a bad part of town. My shifts
always seem to start at dusk, and I walk quickly through the
streets, being careful to avoid eye contact with the public.
Inside, I’m usually scheduled to work the reference desk, and I
always feel flustered that I won’t be able to find anything, since
I work there so infrequently.

Strangely, I rarely dream about realistic situations in the
actual library jobs that have made up the bulk of my career. Or
perhaps this isn’t so strange, after all. In February 2002 I con-
ducted an informal survey on the PUBLIB electronic discussion
list about library dreams. I received forty responses, recounting
fifty-eight different dream scenarios. Amazingly, fourteen of
those responses were nearly identical, indicating that 35 per-
cent of the librarians who responded to my query had had the
same dream (for many of them, it was a recurring dream).
More on that later . . .

While they recounted many varied situations, very few
librarians dreamed about normal work duties under realistic
circumstances. Those who did were generally involved in
intense, repetitive work at the library, such as Susan T. Byra of
the East Mississippi Regional Library in Quitman:

When [our library] got automated for the first time two
years ago, we set aside six weeks of intensive bar-coding
to get as much done at each branch as possible. By week
four, I was dreaming about bar-coding every night.
Thank goodness that only lasted as long as we were bar-
coding . . .

Kate Wolicki of the Niles Public Library District in Illinois
recounts a similar experience of dreaming of ordinary work sit-
uations under stressful conditions:

Every once in a while, I dream that I
haven’t yet ordered a book that in wak-
ing life I have. Like, five people are
standing at the desk demanding the new
(shudder) Pat Buchanan book that I
ordered right away when it came out
and another librarian is saying to me,
“Did you order this?” And I did, but the
catalog says I didn’t. I would classify
that as a I-Feel-Like-I’m-Not-Doing-
My-Job dream, and it’s been frequent
lately, because, with increased desk traf-
fic, I’m definitely getting less done.

Many librarians reported dreaming
about doing their job under unusually stress-
ful circumstances, however. In fact, the vast
majority of the dreams shared reflected
strong emotions, such as fear (7 percent),
anger or conflict (7 percent), and anxiety (55
percent)! Twenty-two percent of the dreams
could only be characterized as bizarre, often

combining elements of life outside of the library with work-
related themes. (The remaining 9 percent weren’t easily catego-
rized.)

The bizarre dreams are often some of the funniest, with no
recurring threads that I could discern:

When I was in charge of the New York State Library’s
CONSER Project in the 1980s we discovered that there
was a common “cataloger’s nightmare” we all had on
occasion. In this dream, the dreamer finds oneself “tag-
ging” everything in their dream. The nightmare part is not
being able to remember the right MARC tag for an every-
day object, like a chair, and of course, arguing with unseen
others in the library about what it should be tagged.
(Barbara Nichols Randall, Guilderland [N.Y.] Public
Library)

Not a recurring dream, but I recently had one in which I
was at a party at someone’s house, and a bunch of other
librarians were there. In the host’s refrigerator there were
packages of lunch meat and other food which were weeks
or months past their expiration dates. Some of the librari-
ans took these items out of the fridge and stamped them
“OVERDUE.” (Brian Smith, Waukegan [Ill.] Public
Library)

I dream that the little library in my hometown is suddenly
a lot bigger than it ever was—bigger than the one I work
at now! Sometimes, indoor and outdoor becomes
blurred—book stacks under trees, jungles behind the refer-
ence desk. There is ice and snow inside, too. There are
strange books on the shelves on topics I’ve never heard of,
and DDC seems to have been heavily revised. (Gerry Vogel,
Dayton [Ohio] Metro Library)

I think one of my best [dreams] was when I worked in ref-
erence. Patrons came in, sat down at tables, had a menu.
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FROM THE PRESIDENT

I
n preparing for the year ahead, I was
warned of the time-consuming and
ever-important responsibility of
appointing members to serve on PLA
committees. “Start early, consider a
broad and diverse pool, and bring in

new blood,” I was advised. But how would
I convince colleagues that joining a plethora
of committees would make a difference
when issues like budget cuts, job burnout,
and association apathy came into play? I had
visions of bullying friends into submission
and redeeming “you owe me” chips that I
had collected through years of networking
and relationship building.

How often have you wondered if
involvement makes a difference? Does it
matter if we participate in the affairs of
PLA? In seeking answers to these questions,
I developed an unscientific profile of the
qualities and characteristics of those who
choose to join and participate in organizations such as PLA.
Here’s what I discovered:

n We are information seekers. Associations are bodies of
people who collectively have a tremendous wealth of expe-
rience to draw upon in a common field. Taking part in PLA
affairs provides a conduit for sharing this expertise.

n We have a strong sense of obligation. This value became
apparent with the personal conflict many of us experienced
deciding whether or not to attend ALA in Toronto in light
of the SARS outbreak. While we were concerned about our
personal health and that of our family and friends, we were
drawn by a sense of commitment to meet our obligations
to the association. 

n We believe we can make a difference. The people I talked
to genuinely believe that their contributions to committees
will have an impact on the future of public libraries. Their
work on committees gives them a sense of professional
empowerment. There is a sincere wish to give back to the
profession and to improve the status of librarianship and
public libraries.

n We like our colleagues. It’s not about competition, power,
or compensation. We enjoy one another’s company, we
learn from each other, and we have fun in the process. 

n We believe in PLA. Members feel connected to the values
of the association. We want to do something to advance
the mission, goals, and future of PLA.

There is power in participation, and in PLA it comes in a
variety of ways. While much of the work of the association gets
done through committees, there is room for every member of
PLA to get involved. Some choose to serve by actively partici-
pating in the committee structure and contributing time and
talent. Others contribute by simply belonging and supporting
PLA’s advocacy through their membership dollars. And finally,
others serve by supporting the many continuing education
opportunities offered by PLA, either through annual conference
programs, the PLA national conference, or the Chicago Spring

Symposium. PLA respects the variety of
ways that members choose to contribute to
the vitality of the association. 

In the end, the committee appointment
task was easier than anticipated. Those who
volunteered to serve eagerly agreed to do so.
Those who declined (and these were few)
had good reasons and offered to help in
other ways. In the end, the numbers are
impressive. Between the business and special
committees appointed by the president and
the Issues and Concerns, Library Services,
and Library Development committees,
appointed by the cluster chairs, PLA has a
total of sixty-two committees. A total of 520
members said yes to appointments. How’s
that for involvement and inclusion! Nicole
Wheatley, PLA’s program coordinator, han-
dled this process superbly. As she leaves PLA
to pursue other endeavors, a big note of grat-
itude and appreciation goes to Nicole for her

superb contribution in handling the appointment process in a
professional and polished manner.

Participation, involvement, and activism are notions that
make PLA a more democratic and vibrant organization. To par-
aphrase a line from a popular song in the hit musical Chicago,
“you put in, and it puts out.” I encourage you to stay active,
share your talent, and help sustain PLA’s energy. The strength
of PLA is in the diversity of members who share varied per-
spectives and viewpoints. I hope to hear how you can make a
difference. Thank you! n

Making a 
Difference

Luis Herrera

Luis Herrera, Pasadena Public Library, 285 E. Walnut St., Pasadena
CA 91101-1556; lherrera@ci.pasadena.ca.us

2004

January 9–14
ALA Midwinter Meeting

San Diego, Calif.

February 24–28
PLA 2004 National Conference

Seattle

June 24–30
ALA Annual Conference

Orlando, Fl.
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We reference librarians (all women, in my dream) were
decked out in sort of 1950s waitress outfits, chewing gum,
pencil behind our ears, etc. (I’m surprised we weren’t on
roller skates!) We took “book orders” from the patrons,
fetched the books, and generally waited tables (I don’t
think I got any tips). (Marla Wilckens, Great Falls [Mont.]
Public Library)

The large public library I was working in had a domed read-
ing room, similar to the one in the old British Library, built
in the mid- to late 1800s. The library was in the process of
renovating the dome, a project spanning several years. The
two dreams I have about it are: the domed reading room
opens to the public after the renovations and all the staff are
arranged around the room in dioramas, complete with
period costumes. The second one is the library decides to
open a fruit and vegetable market in the dome, and one of
the more gregarious staff is forced to wear an old-fashioned
grocers outfit to serve and entertain the customers. (Rachel
Johnson, State Library of Victoria, Australia)

Recently I had a dream that our reference desk was in
WalMart. We were located between the snack bar and the
checkout counters, and we stayed very busy. The worst
part was dodging shopping carts to get to the reference
books. (Darlene M. Smithwick, Roanoke [Va.] County
Public Library)

Before I started my first professional position, I dreamed
that the library soon to be my employer did not use Dewey,
but classified all of their books as Odds or Evens, and I had

no idea which was which. It was quite terrifying. I also dis-
covered that half of their collection was in French—equally
terrifying. (Deb Messling, formerly of the Eastern Monroe
Public Library, Stroudsburg, Pa.)

I have this recurring dream that my library is this great
maze of a building and I keep finding strange rooms full of
forgotten treasures. (Susan F. Thompson, Two Harbors
[Minn.] Public Library)

I dream I’m the first librarian/rock star/astronaut! (Susan
T. Byra, East Mississippi Regional Library, Quitman)

A few people reported dreaming about living in the library:

I have a recurring dream (nightmare, really) that my library
is also my living space, and try as I might, I can’t lock the
doors at night and the public keeps coming in, wandering
around, expecting assistance . . . [I’ve also had] one or two
[dreams] about having huge, sophisticated computers, like
electron microscopes, but they won’t work right. Another
one is that the circ desk is way too high to work at com-
fortably. (Gloria Goverman, Town of Pelham [N.Y.] Public
Library)

[One of my favorite recurring dreams is] the “gone-to-the-
mattresses” dream, where all the library staff have moved
into the library to live and our little cots are lined up neatly
in the bookstacks. (Carolyn Scheer, Scenic Regional
Library, Union, Mo.)

Several library dreams adapted common dream themes to
the library environment. For example, Laura Hibbets
McCaffery of the Allen County Public Library in Fort Wayne,
Indiana, recounted dreaming that she was trying to use a rotary
phone to dial a number to get out of the library because of
some kind of emergency and the phone won’t work properly.
“Whenever I try to dial, the phone keeps misdialing or slips,
and I cannot complete the number.” I have frequently had this
type of dream in a nonlibrary setting, as, I imagine, have many
others. 

Julie Bauer of the Weston (Mass.) Public Library describes
regularly having dreams with some variant of the “stuck-in-
molasses theme.” “In these dreams, I am trying to help a patron
with a simple request but can’t seem to do it. I get distracted or
begin repeating steps over and over—meanwhile, other situa-
tions are escalating, from lines building up to the library catch-
ing on fire!” 

Other “stuck-in-molasses” dreams include:

The crowd is here, but the speaker isn’t. I am trying to get
a poster ready, and the letters keep rearranging themselves
on the posterboard, etc. (Hillary Theyer, Torrance [Calif.]
Public Library)

[I am] leading a patron to numerous books on a certain
subject. As I reach for the book on the shelf, it disappears
in front of my eyes. Of course, this continues as I go down
the list of titles I’m searching for . . . (Allyson O’Brien, the
San Diego County Library–Vista)

I am working in the telephone reference center and either
the phone keeps ringing and I can’t make it stop or the
question keeps changing before I can even answer what I
thought the question was. (John Larson, St. Paul [Minn.]
Public Library)

Several librarians reported library versions of common
school dreams. As Susan B. Hagloch of the Tuscarawas County
Public Library in Ohio reports, “I dream that my high school
belatedly discovers that I didn’t get enough credits to graduate,
after all. Consequently, both my BA and my MLS are invalid
and none of my years are credited towards retirement!” When
Andrea Johnson of the Cook Memorial Public Library in
Libertyville, Illinois, was in library school and for a couple of
years afterwards, she would dream that she had a final exam
coming up and realize that she hadn’t ever been to the class.
Jennifer Wells of Cobb County (Ga.) Public Library has a pro-
gramming version of this dream: “I always have programming
dreams where I’m standing in front of a large group of
preschoolers and I am completely unprepared. It’s an awful
feeling.”

Surprisingly, only one person reported a naked dream, and
it wasn’t even her own:

A colleague told me about a recent dream in which she had
forgotten to put on her skirt, and so could not come out

continued from page 274
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As I reach for the book on the shelf, it

disappears in front of my eyes. 
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from behind the reference desk. In the dream, she had to
keep making excuses to patrons and other staff because she
was too embarrassed to admit she wasn’t dressed. (Julie
Bauer, Weston [Mass.] Public Library)

Several people dreamed about the library being open at
night:

The library is open, it is early evening, and I realize that I
have not turned on the lights (the building is lit by natural
light during the day). People are working in the dark! I
scurry to turn on the lights, which take several minutes to
come up fully. (Bruce Brigell, Skokie [Ill.] Public Library)

I usually dream our library is open all night, that it is close
to midnight, and we are still packed. I got to my assigned
desk, and there is nobody else able to help me, and patrons
are lined up. I screwed up the schedule again. The com-
puter doesn’t work, at least, not the same way twice . . . the
software keeps changing and doing strange things, and typ-
ing is very difficult. The patrons get annoyed. (Gerry Vogel,
Dayton [Ohio] Metro Library)

By far the most common for me is a dream in which our
basement-level staff-only area has been converted to an all-
night shelter. It is complete with glaring fluorescent lights,
a loud TV mounted on a platform near the ceiling, and
rows of hard molded plastic chairs in red and orange. It
resembles the bus station waiting rooms I’ve seen. Always,
there is a man with a cap in his hand sitting there, seeming
to watch TV. The worst part of the dream is that my
department (reference) has been assigned the job of staffing
and monitoring the area all night long, and I seem to be the
only one who really ends up working there. (Beverly
Manuel Pardue, Lawrence [Kans.] Public Library)

A number of librarians reported having dreams about
arguing with their director or supervisor. There didn’t seem to
be any direct correlation between having these types of dreams
and getting along with the supervisor in real life. 

Several people dreamed about problem patrons:

The irate patron who just swears that s/he returned that
book several days ago, that the library’s overdue records
must be wrong, and that “incompetent” librarians failed to
check the book in. “You calling me a liar???” The patron
comes back an hour later and insists upon taking you to
the shelf where that book is sitting (bar code number,
accession number, etc., match). “You see, I was right all
along and you (and your staff) are incompetent and rude
for questioning my word. . . .” A library director night-
mare—and a library nightmare that has sometimes come
true—is the chronically irate patron or hostile former staff
member who becomes appointed or elected to your board
of trustees with “getting even” at the top of his/her agenda.
(James B. Casey, Oak Lawn [Ill.] Public Library)

Many libraries put those stubby little eraserless “golf” pen-
cils everywhere for patrons to use. . . . I dreamed that
someone was sitting at a PC, opened a desk drawer under
the computer, and began grabbing handful after handful of
golf pencils and throwing them backwards, over their
shoulders. This happened when I was working in a public
library where we were dealing with some major patron
behavior problems, so it made perfect sense to me.

(Deborah L. Bagg, Woodinville [Wash.] Library, King
County Library System)

Mostly, [my dreams] are about very badly misbehaving
patrons, ones I am swearing at and physically shoving out
of my section—mostly kids throwing balls around. (Gerry
Vogel, Dayton [Ohio] Metro Library)

The most common recurring library dream also involves
problem patrons. More than one-third of respondents reported
dreaming some variation of what Deborah L. Bagg of the
Woodinville Library in Washington describes as follows: “It’s
closing time . . . and no matter how many closing announce-
ments I make, people won’t leave.” In some cases, people keep

coming in, even though the library is closed. Judy Duer of the
Temple Public Library in Texas dreams that she’s “herding
patrons out the front door and they’re streaming in the back (of
course, we don’t really have a back door).” In Cindy Hayes’s
(Jefferson County [Mo.] Library System) version of this dream,
the police are called, they arrive with a boom box, “and then
the party starts to get really serious!” Often librarians are alone
in this scenario, and frequently the patrons remain several
hours after the library has closed, sometimes until the middle of
the night. Sometimes patrons are belligerent, and other times
they’re docile. Sometimes librarians resort to standing on tables
and shouting, but no matter what they do, the patrons refuse to
leave.

I’m sure that we’ve all had experiences that are similar to
this in real life. I can’t help but wonder if our library dreams
might be helping us to work out tensions in the workplace. My
favorite library dream was reported secondhand by Kathryn
Ames of Athens Regional Library System in Georgia:

One of my staff members regularly has dreams about grant
applications. They are so vivid and descriptive that she
now keeps a pad of paper and a pen at the bedside so that
she can capture the images. And it works! We’ve been very
successful in obtaining grants. By the way, she is also an
author and does the same thing for the books she writes.
So I’m only getting a 50 percent return on her dreaming!

Thanks to all who shared their library dreams with
me. I wish you all sweet dreams!  n

P U B L I C  L I B R A R I E S  S E P T E M B E R / O C T O B E R  2 0 0 3

277

Written June 2003. Contact the feature editor at 248A N. Higgins
Ave. #145, Missoula, MT 59802; publiclibraries@aol.com.

. . . the police are called, they arrive

with a boom box, “and then the party

starts to get really serious!”
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Content
Management and
Library Web Sites

Edwin S. Clay III

CM is the process behind matching what you have to what
they want,” says information professional Bob Boiko of

content management (CM), an e-commerce buzzword that is
now popular among library professionals as well.1 Writing in
the Bulletin of the American Society for Information Science,
Boiko, the CEO of a Seattle-based consulting firm, defines con-
tent management as “an overall process for collecting, manag-
ing, and publishing content to any outlet.”2 What library
professionals need to understand, though, is how the content
we manage in our institutions is unique. Because much of the
content we manage is not produced from within our institu-
tions, it is untidy and difficult to manage and tame. 

Management of information—content, knowledge,
records, et cetera—is not neat. It is messy and unpredictable. It
is indeed too fragmented, but that is because we make it so.
Applying workable principles of content management can
make a difference. Managing information well is vital—an
activity essential to the operation of our institutions, busi-
nesses, and the maintenance of our society.

Can information professionals quantify the information
they manage? Many outside the library profession will answer
yes. But, speaking for librarians, I have to say no. I am not able
to quantify the content I need to manage. If I were, I would not
be doing a good job of running a public library. The breadth of
content our users want is not often quantifiable.

I am able to inventory the number of books, microfilms,
microforms, cassettes, and other materials our library system
owns. I can tell you the holdings of each of our twenty-one
branches. I report such numbers annually in my report to the
Library of Virginia. I also report them when we file for our
annual insurance renewal. But is this inventory the same as con-
tent management? No. My take is that the library itself is—in
essence—an exercise in content management. But its content
differs from the fairly neat parameters that most information
professionals describe. Libraries are unique in the area of
information or content management.

Most of the information we must manage is created outside
of our organizations. We secure it from individuals, institutions,
and other sources that have no connection whatsoever with the
library. We produce very little information internally, and only a
small percentage of that information requires management.

Most of the information we must manage in public libraries is
variable. It has a finite life span. Our e-books are current for
about seventeen minutes. The average life of a bibliographic
item is usually five years. Ninety percent of the books that cir-
culate each year in most public libraries have been published
within the past four years.

Finally, information in libraries comes in many formats. Each
format presents interesting issues and challenges to its manage-
ment and access provision. Libraries used to own just books.
Then libraries added audiovisual material. Next, we added kits,
and then we moved on to recorded books, books on CD, e-books.
You name it!

It is through the selection process that libraries organize
content, subsequently creating systems to access what has been
selected. We arrange and manage their physical content usually
by employing one of two primary classification systems: Dewey
Decimal and the Library of Congress (LC). The former is based
on the organization of knowledge and the latter on the organi-
zation of an existing content or body of information.

The first is an open system; the second, a closed system. The
nature and purpose of a particular library determines the classi-
fication schema selected. (A caveat: there are indeed other organ-
ization systems in place in libraries, but generally speaking,
Dewey and LC have become the industry standard for public and
academic libraries. Special libraries often have systems germane
only to the manner in which they are utilized. The specialized
nature of the content requires a collection-specific schema.)

Earlier, I argued that the bulk of the content a library needs
to manage is produced externally. That is true, but there are
some exceptions. As a function of our operational processes
and requirements, we do produce content. For patron support,
there are bibliographic records, bibliographies, user guides, et
cetera. For staff support, there are borrower records, proce-
dural and administrative guidelines, policy manuals, and more.

CM in the Virtual Sphere 

However, the growth area in CM is in the virtual sphere—the
development, care, feeding, maintenance, and updating of Web
resources. It is in this arena that content management is most
required. Information management on the Web actually strad-
dles two areas: taxonomy development—the organization and
design of a Web resource—and Web content management.

Web sites are becoming more and more important as the
face of the library to hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of
real and potential users. They are vehicles that permit commu-
nication with customers and allow customers to partner with
the library in maintaining their own accounts, as well as in many
other interactive tasks. The development of the taxonomic struc-
ture and the subsequent development of content have become a
major organizational function. Web content quickly grows stale
and out-of-date. Management requires users across the organi-
zation to easily add or modify content as required.

A mechanism must be developed to translate library events,
happenings, policies, and other activities to the library Web site.
Policies have to be developed for linking to external sites—what
do you look for in choosing sites? Questions to ask might include: 

n What is the source? 
n Who is providing the information? 
n Is it commercial? 
n Is it current? 
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n Is the purpose and target audience for the information
clearly identified? 

n Are there links to other reputable sites? 
n Do all the features and links to other sites work?

There are any number of Web-based content management
systems. According to Yuhfen Diana Wu and Mengxiong Liu:

Web content management procedures enable the design,
authoring, review, approval, conversion, storage, testing,
and deployment of all Web site content . . . [Content man-
agement] has been used in the e-commerce world, yet as
libraries are being digitized and patron demand is growing,
this concept has been adapted to the library world.3

Wu and Liu continue by explaining that as more and more
libraries develop virtual reference services, “content manage-
ment will provide the real-time interface with patrons.”4

So, what are the elements of a successful content manage-
ment system? Again, according to Liu and Wu, critical parts of
any content management system include:

n administration tools that support a simple interface and
permit both automatic and manual content control; 

n authoring that allows simple conversion from different
platforms and easy template creation; 

n publishing support, including an in-house server as well as
others in multiple languages and other platforms; 

n encryption that prevents unauthorized content change or
attacks by hackers; 

n scalability that allows support for future expansion with-
out major hardware or software demands; and

n workflow that provides for various tasks, including event
announcements, log statistics, alarm/alert of upcoming
events, new content, and incoming e-mails in a virtual ref-
erence environment.5

Content management requires librarians to act as interme-
diaries. “The days of information on our shelves speaking for
itself are over—if they ever existed,”6 said Hope Tillman, pres-
ident of the Special Libraries Association, at the 2001 Internet
Librarian Conference. As content managers, we can retain
library fundamentals—such as communication, cataloging, and
the evaluation of content’s quality, electronic and otherwise—
but we need to embrace systems that acknowledge the flexibil-
ity of the information we manage.  n

References

1. Bob Boiko, “Understanding Content Management,” Bulletin of
the American Society of Information Science 28, no.1 (Oct./Nov.
2001): 8–13.

2. Ibid, 8.
3. Yuhfen Diana Wu and Mengxiong Liu, “Content Management

and the Future of Academic Libraries,” The Electronic Library
19, no. 6 (2001): 433.

4. Ibid, 433.
5. Ibid, 434.
6. Elizabeth Winter, “New Laws, New Tools, New Needs: Making

Sense of Things at IL 2001,” Computers in Libraries 22, no. 1 (Jan.
2002): 10.  

Edwin S. Clay III is Library Director of the Fairfax County (Va.)
Public Library and a faculty associate and lecturer at the School of
Library and Information Science at the Catholic University of
America; eclay0@fairfaxcounty.gov. Patricia Bangs, Staff Writer 
in the Fairfax County Public Library Public Information Office,
assisted in the preparation of this article; patricia.bangs@
fairfaxcounty.gov.

This article was excerpted from an address made by Edwin S.
Clay III at the panel discussion “Sorting Out the Ms: What are CM,
DM, IM, KM and RM?”sponsored by the Northern Virginia
Chapter of the Association for Information Management Pro-
fessionals, May 2002. 

If you are considering installing filtering products in response
to the recent CIPA decision, the questions in the following
checklist should help provide guidance.

Because filters are both technological tools and intellec-
tual screens, selection depends on a variety of factors:

n Will you be installing filters on a server or on individual PCs?
n What are the terms of licensing? 
n What is the availability for installation: Online? CD-ROM?
n How easy is the product to install and update?
n Does the vendor publish a block list? How updated and

how often?
n Can you adjust or amend the block list? Are there levels of

blocking from which you can select?
n Does the product track sites visited? Is any log consistent

with your patron privacy policy?

n Does the vendor report to you the sites that your patrons vis-
ited? Does the vendor sell that information to third parties?

n How easy is the filter to turn on and off?
n Does the filter work with any security you’ve already

installed on your machines (IKiosk, Deep Freeze, etc.)?

Ask vendors for the names of other libraries using the
product. Contact the librarians and ask about their experi-
ences with the software.

Check PubLib-L (plib2@sunsite.berkeley.edu) and its
archives (http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/PubLib/archive.html) to see
what other libraries are doing, what works, and what doesn’t.

Sara Weissman is a Reference Librarian at the Morris County (N.J.)
Library and a comoderator of the PUBLIB electronic discussion list.
weissman@apollo.gti.net

Filters
A Checklist for Product Selection

Sara Weissman
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Deinstitutionalization
of People with 
Mental Illness

Challenges and Solutions
for Libraries

Gwen Collier

Are you challenged with providing services to patrons who
have mental disabilities? I work at a large public library

whose central location is less than two miles away from three
shelters and a hospital that provides outpatient psychiatric
care. Not all individuals with mental illness are homeless or in
community residences, but some of them are, and I think that
this is one reason that my library patrons include those with
mental disabilities.

An estimated 22 percent of Americans ages eighteen and
older—about one in five adults—suffer from a diagnosable
mental disorder in a given year.1 During the past thirty years,
the trend in mental health care has shifted toward deinstitu-
tionalization, the change in the location and focus of care from
an institutional to a community setting.2 Individuals with men-
tal disorders are common in my library because some need
heat, air conditioning, shelter, and rest rooms, while others
need information. Sometimes these patrons frighten me, but I
know that they deserve the same level of customer service as all
other patrons. We shouldn’t assume that all individuals with
mental disorders are the same. 

Following is practical information for providing library
service to patrons with psychiatric illnesses. First, I will discuss
three mental illnesses and then I will offer solutions for serving
these individuals.

Three Common Mental Illnesses

As librarians we aren’t qualified to diagnose mental illness, but
we do need to recognize the symptoms typical of such illnesses.
We offer accommodations for people with physical disabilities;
we need the same level of awareness that will help us offer
accommodations to patrons with psychiatric disabilities. Some
patrons in my library have demonstrated symptoms consistent
with Tourette’s syndrome, bipolar disorder, and schizophrenia. 

Tourette’s syndrome is characterized by vocal and motor
tics. You can recognize Tourette’s by vocalizations that are
somewhat socially offensive, loud grunting or barking noises,
or shouted words. The words are sometimes obscenities. People
with Tourette’s are aware that they are producing the tic, but
they can’t control it. Motor tics can include actions such as
tongue protrusions or nodding.3

Bipolar disorder is a mood disorder characterized by
mania alone or in combination with depression. People who are
manic can be recognized because they tend to talk excessively
and to manifest pressured speech. Thus, they answer questions
at great length, continue to talk even when interrupted, and
sometimes talk when no one is listening. Individuals who are
manic typically exhibit inflated self-esteem and grandiosity.
Their mood is often cheerful, enthusiastic, and expansive; how-
ever, when the mood is irritable, these patrons can be difficult
to manage.4

Schizophrenia is a disease characterized by a broad range
of mental symptoms. Characteristic symptoms include two or
more of the following, each present for a significant portion of
time: delusions, hallucinations, disorganized speech, catatonic
behavior, and significant social or occupational dysfunction.5

Tips for Providing Service

When patrons exhibit any of the previously mentioned symp-
toms, here are some tips for providing service:

1. Don’t take the patron’s behavior personally. Some patrons
with mental illnesses begin the reference interview with a
level head and clear focus, but they change abruptly. For
example, a patron who has Tourette’s syndrome may blurt
out obscenities, but these are not directed at the librarian
and should not be taken personally.

2. Don’t assume individuals with a mental illness are violent.
Researchers at Columbia University and Indiana University
have determined that although many Americans have a
sophisticated understanding of mental illness and its cause,
a majority still believe that certain behavioral disorder will
likely lead to violence.6 Individuals with mental disorders
who are psychotic or substance abusers have a greater
potential for being a threat to themselves or others, but
overall less than 10 percent of serious violence was attrib-
utable to psychosis.7

3. Don’t try to reason when a patron is belligerent. Follow the
library policy for disruptive behavior. If a patron is bel-
ligerent at my library, I pick up the telephone and call for
security. 

4. Don’t interrupt a patron who is talking to himself. A
patron who is seeing things that are not there (hallucinat-
ing) or is believing in things that are not real (delusional)
may not hear your voice. You may need to repeat yourself
or wait until the patron stops responding to hallucinations.

5. If a patron looks stressed, asking them how they are doing
is both courteous and appropriate. But patrons who are
psychotic may also be in denial. When a patron becomes
disoriented, protect yourself by maintaining your personal
space and time limitations.

6. Do monitor your rest rooms. If there is reason to suspect
that the bathroom is being used for inappropriate behavior,
then monitor use by sending a staff person into the rest
rooms to check on a regular basis. 
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7. Do ask for help if you need it. Providing good customer
service to patrons with mental disabilities is challenging for
both veteran and novice librarians. If this is a new popula-
tion for you, ask for training at your library. 

8. Do treat the patron with respect. Some patrons with men-
tal illnesses have multiple challenges: homelessness, illiter-
acy, substance abuse, or even all of the above. If it’s
difficult to respect the individual, respect the patron rela-
tionship: maintain eye contact, use nonjudgmental body
language, and avoid talking about patrons with mental dis-
abilities in public.

9. Do stay abreast of mental health issues. Visit the National
Institute of Mental Health’s Web site, www.nimh.nih.gov.
Contact local mental health associations and request free
brochures and handouts for the staff. 

10. Do maintain a sense of humor. Mental disabilities are not
funny, but patrons with mental illness can share clever bits
of information about their world during the reference
interview. If you can’t figure it all out, find a way to lighten
up after the interview. Ask your coworker or supervisor if
you can take a five-minute break. Then take it.

Deinstitutionalization means that patrons with mental dis-
abilities who visit our libraries come from throughout the com-
munity. They live in shelters, community residences, and their
own homes; they may teach our children, take care of our par-
ents, and run our government. These patrons have the same
need to use library services as any other patron, so we should
avoid being discriminatory in our level of customer service. Yet,

patrons with mental illnesses can be challenges for public
libraries. Librarians should assess the skills they have for serv-
ing these patrons and request training on mental disabilities if
needed. Consider contacting mental health professionals to
schedule in-services for all library staff.  n

References

1. D. A. Regier et al., “The de Facto Mental and Addictive Disorders
Service System: Epidemiologic Catchment Area Prospective One-
Year Prevalence Rates of Disorders and Services,” Archives of
General Psychiatry 50, no. 2 (Feb. 1993): 85–94. 

2. Mosby’s Medical, Nursing, and Allied Health Dictionary, 5th ed.
(St. Louis, Mo.: Mosby, 1998): 269B.

3. Nancy C. Andreason and Donald Black, Introductory Textbook
of Psychiatry (Washington, D.C.: American Psychiatric Pub-
lishing, 2001), 629.

4. Ibid., 277–78.
5. Ibid., 212–14.
6. “Survey Shows That Public Links Mental Illness, Violence,”

Mental Health Weekly (Sept. 6, 1999): 5.
7. “Rise in Violence Is Not a Result in Mental Illness,” GP (Sept. 9,

2002): 9. 

Gwen Collier is a Librarian in the Urban Services Division at
Buffalo and Erie County (N.Y.) Public Library; collielib@
yahoo.com.

Support is a big barrier to writing in the public library
environment, and maybe public libraries just don’t know how
to give it. Unless the public library is research-oriented, it seems
that the staff is not expected to know how, nor are they given
the tools, to conduct and write the reports of research, or any-
thing else for that matter, if just a written narrative report of
any library trip a staff member took. A big part of the problem
is failure to encourage front-line staff to read library literature
and care or know about library issues. The Public Libraries
venue is so important, and the award is a stroke of genius. Your
suggesting partnering with academics is a good invitation to
try. But I think this will continue to be a problem until writing
by staff is encouraged and nurtured by public libraries them-
selves.

Thanks for your column. Keep it up.—Elizabeth Danley,
Reference Librarian, Arkansas State Library

Collaboration, Guidance, and Trust 
in Children’s Services

It was with great excitement that I read Elizabeth Danley’s arti-
cle “The Public Children’s Librarian as Educator” in the
March/April issue. I have been studying the work of the educa-
tors of Reggio Emilia (a constructivist school in Italy) for
almost two years and have transformed my own practice (and
life) to reflect my ongoing dialogue with the forty years of expe-
rience reflected in this socioconstructivist approach. The ele-

ments Danley speaks so strongly of in relation to reference
work—collaboration, guidance, and trust—have an equally
strong impact on the children’s room environment and in pro-
gramming for all ages. 

In March I was fortunate enough to be part of the U.S. del-
egation to Reggio and to study there with other American edu-
cators and the teachers and families of the municipal

infant-toddler and preschools. In addition, I am a cofacilitator
of the Akron Reggio Study Group, a state- and grant-funded
initiative. Because the 100 Languages Exhibit from Reggio has
been in Ohio for almost two years, I have also had the oppor-
tunity to speak widely in our area to both teachers and librari-
ans about the appropriateness of a constructivist approach. 

I have had a growing sense as I talk with librarians that it
is this approach to working with children—working as
colearner and collaborator—that they have been searching for
but could not articulate the need for or find, until now.—Barb
White, Children’s Services Librarian and Branch Manager,
West Hill Branch Library, Akron-Summit County (Ohio)
Public Library n

continued from page 272
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Lewis and Clark
Expedition Exhibit 
at the Library of

Congress

Like so many other explo-
ration stories, the Lewis and
Clark journey was shaped by
the search for navigable rivers,
inspired by the quest for Eden,
and driven by competition for
empire. Thomas Jefferson was
motivated by these aspirations
when he drafted instructions
sending the Corps of Discov-
ery up the Missouri River in
search of a passage to the Pa-
cific. The Library of Congress
exhibition “Rivers, Edens,
Empires: Lewis and Clark and
the Revealing of America,”
which opened in late July
2003, presents a century of ex-
ploration that features the ex-
pedition of the Corps of
Discovery as the culminating
moment in the quest to con-
nect North America by means
of a waterway passage.

The Library of Congress
is the home of William Clark’s
maps, including the 1803 an-
notated map that the Corps of
Discovery took on their jour-
ney. The library is also the
repository for Thomas Jeffer-
son’s papers and holds impor-
tant documentation about his
enduring interest in exploring
that portion of North Ameri-
ca, including his instructions
to Meriwether Lewis for the

journey, his secret message to
Congress requesting funding
for the expedition, and his
speech to Indian chiefs on
their historic visit to Washing-
ton, D.C., in January 1806.

Not only is the library rich
in material related to Lewis and
Clark, it also holds impressive
collections from other impor-
tant expeditions, including
those led by Zebulon Pike,
Stephen Long, Charles Wilkes,
and John Frémont. Those expe-
ditions and others are explored
in the exhibition and place the
remarkable trek made by the
Corps of Discovery in the
broad context of a century of
exploration of the North Amer-
ican continent. 

Visit www.loc.gov/exhibits/
lewisandclark for more infor-
mation.

Operation 
Home Front 

Operation Home Front found
a home at the Cumberland
County (N.C.) Public Library
and Information Center. The
communitywide program of-
fers a dedicated phone line to
assist the families of deployed
military members. Program
volunteers staff the phones,
with back-up provided by the
library’s reference and infor-
mation staff.

Operation Home Front
expresses the community’s

support for deployed soldiers
and airmen by harnessing the
community’s caring nature.
The program connects fami-
lies of deployed military mem-
bers who need assistance with
community members who can
help. Available services in-
clude auto repair, roof repair,
lawn care, yard work, foster
care for pets, and babysitting
services.

Program participants in-
clude individuals, military,
nonprofits, businesses, pub-
lic sector and other entities
that wish to help. The pro-
gram is made possible
through communitywide, in-
kind contributions. 

For more information
about the program, call (910)
323-CARE (2273) or visit
www.ccpfc.org/care.

Firstfind.info 
a Great Find

A groundbreaking project that
demonstrates how public li-
braries and librarians can
close the digital divide for the
diverse range of users in their
communities was unveiled at
the Queens  Borough (N.Y.)
Public Library’s Central Li-
brary. The foundation for this
project is www.firstfind.info, a
virtual library of more than
650 annotated Web sites ac-
cessible to the estimated 90
million American adults with
limited literacy skills. 

In 2001 the Westchester
Library System, in partnership
with the Brooklyn Public Li-
brary, the New York Public Li-
brary, the Queens Borough
Public Library, and ALA’s Of-
fice for Literacy and Outreach
Services, received a grant from
the New York State Library to
develop a Web product de-
signed for adults with low lit-
eracy skills. The result—
firstfind.info—provides access
to readable and relevant infor-
mation that helps adults locate
sources to assist them as par-
ents, workers, and citizens.
These tools include: how to

find health insurance for your
family, taking and passing the
GED, finding an ESL class,
how to become a U.S. citizen,
choosing the right home com-
puter, and much more.

Response has been very
positive, and the Literacy In-
formation and Communica-
tion System of the National
Institute for Literacy has rec-
ognized firstfind.info as an
outstanding Web site. 

The project confirms how
information technology can
reflect librarians’ professional
skill in identifying and organ-
izing resources that benefit
users. For more information,
please contact Robin Osborne
at (914) 231-3238 or e-mail
roseborne@wismail.org.

New York Online
Performer Database

Are you looking for a presen-
ter or performer for a program
at your library? Then you will
want to know about a new re-
gional online performer data-
base, available at http://
performersandprograms.com.
The database was created in
collaboration with the Mo-
hawk Valley, Upper Hudson,
and Southern Adirondack li-
brary systems in New York as
part of Families Read, a feder-
ally funded Library Services
and Technology Act grant.

The easy-to-use database
is searchable by category in-
cluding animals, authors,
clowning, crafts, dance, histo-
ry, life skills, literature, magic,
media, museums, music, pup-
petry, science, sports, story-
telling, theater, and more.
Name and keyword searching
are also available. Advanced
searching lets the viewer see
all performers in a certain
price range, by audience level,
performance name and more.

You’ll find performers
have added (and are continuing
to add) a variety of programs.
Each program description de-
tails the audience level, group
size, program length, previous
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“Tales from the Front” is a collection of news
items and innovative ideas from libraries nation-
wide. Send submissions to the contributing editor,
Jennifer T. Ries-Taggart, Librarian, MCLS Office,
Central Library of Rochester and Monroe County,
115 South Ave., Rochester, NY 14604; jtaggart@
mcls.rochester.lib.ny.us.
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library appearances (in case
you want to check how the
program went at another li-
brary), space and special re-
quirements, travel restrictions,
program fee, mileage fee, spe-
cial notes about the program,
and contact information. In
many cases performers have
provided e-mail addresses and
the URLs to their personal
Web sites.

The performer database
serves public libraries in the
ten counties of Albany, Fulton,
Hamilton, Rensselaer, Mont-
gomery, Saratoga, Schenec-
tady, Schoharie, Warren, and
Washington. It is supported in
part by Federal Library Ser-
vices and Technology Act
funds, awarded to the New
York State Library by the Fed-
eral Institute of Museum and
Library Services.

Internet Link 
for Laptops

Sewickley (Pa.) Public Library
patrons who want to surf the
Internet have a BYOL op-
tion—bring your own laptop.
The library is the first in the
region to offer its patrons free
Internet access for use with
their own computers. Both
wired and wireless connec-
tions are offered because
“someone might not have the
capability for wireless if their
computer is more than one or
two years old,” says Carolyn
Toth, library director.

The service, a collabora-
tion between the library and

the Quaker Valley School Dis-
trict, is paid for with funds
from the district’s digital
school district grant. The pri-
mary purpose is to provide a
wireless Internet connection in
the library for Quaker Valley
students, who were issued lap-
top computers as part of the
grant.

Library staff will track
how many patrons use the
service and how many use the
library-owned desktop com-
puters. Toth says the service
might reduce the user load on
library-owned desktops, not-
ing that the library is running
out of space for them. “That
certainly would take some
burden off the library if some-
one wanted to bring his own
laptop,” Toth notes.

Visit www.einetwork.net/
ein/sewickley for more infor-
mation.

Source: Library
Administrator’s Digest,

November 2002

James Earl Jones
Helps Library Unveil
Information Station 

at Wal-Mart

Actor James Earl Jones recent-
ly helped the Lexington (Ky.)
Public Library unveil a new
English- and Spanish-language
computer kiosk at the North-
side Wal-Mart. The kiosk—
called the Information Station/
Estacion de Informacion—
provides the public with ac-
cess to bilingual information

on community agencies,
health topics, job searching,
and library resources. The
kiosk was funded with a
$50,000 grant from Verizon
SuperPages.

“By itself, this machine is
little more than plastic, a key-
board, silicon chips, and a
screen. But once you click on,
this machine comes to life, and
it brings the world—and the
World Wide Web, to be
exact—to your fingertips. With
the Internet comes opportunity,
and that is exciting,” Jones
said. Jones helped the library
unveil the kiosk in his role as
spokesman for Verizon.

The Information Station
was designed to bridge the in-
formation gap for Fayette
County residents who do not
have ready access to comput-
ers. It will reside in the North-
side Wal-Mart, which draws

about 40,000 shoppers per
week, about 40 percent of
whom are Hispanic.

“Today, most homes in
Kentucky do not have Internet
access, and fully half of these
homes do not have comput-
ers,” said James Lee, president
of the Lexington Public Li-
brary Board of Trustees. “The
Lexington Public Library is
working to overcome the in-
formation gap by providing
computers for the public at all
our locations and by offering
free computer classes. This
kiosk project goes a step fur-
ther by literally taking com-
puters and library information
to the people where they are.”

For more information,
contact Doug Tattershall,
Marketing Department, at
(859) 231-5515.  n
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From left, Lexington Public Library Director Ronald P. Steensland, Library

Foundation Executive Director Penny Reeves, and James Earl Jones

The Association for Volunteer Administration (AVA) invites
you to a one-day workshop, “Building Library Volunteer
Resources: Successful Approaches for Excellent Service.” The
workshop will be held October 15, 2003, at the Public
Library of Cincinnati and Hamilton County, Cincinnati. The
cost is $25, which includes lunch and materials.

Nationally recognized library volunteerism experts will
share strategies and techniques for highly effective library
volunteer programs, using real life examples and models.
Staff from all types of libraries will network, share insights,

and explore ways to build volunteer involvement. The work-
shop is a preconference session of the International
Conference for Volunteer Administration, hosted by AVA, in
Cincinnati, October 15–18, 2003. Consider registering for
the full conference, which provides excellent professional vol-
unteer management training and an opportunity to meet vol-
unteer administrators from many fields.

For information contact Mary Merrill at (614) 262-
8219, marymerrill@merrillassociates.net, or Georgean
Johnson Coffey at (260) 338-1414, georgeanjc@aol.com.

Library Volunteer Workshop
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The Public Library
Funding Crunch

A Decennial Event?

Nann Blaine Hilyard

America’s libraries are in a state of financial crisis,” began
the fact sheet from ALA’s Public Information Office:

Severe budget cuts resulting from a sluggish economy and
decreased public funding have forced many libraries to
shorten hours, freeze new book acquisitions, lay off staff,
and cancel special services such as storyhours, bookmo-
biles, and adult literacy classes. Some libraries have even
had to close. The cutbacks are the worst since the Great
Depression, when no libraries are known to have closed
their doors. . . . No type or size of library is immune.1

Today’s headline? Look again: the release date is spring
1992. 

During those dark times, ALA’s public relations efforts
brought increased attention not only to library funding but also
to library services. The ALA Speakers Bureau and the Library
Advocacy Now campaigns trained librarians to be spokesper-
sons, able to stand up and speak out for libraries. We learned

pithy factoids such as “there are more libraries in the U.S. than
there are McDonalds” and “federal funding for libraries over
twenty-five years is less than the cost of one aircraft carrier.” 

We survived the early years of that decade. By the end of
the ’90s there was a library building boom. The Internet had
transformed the way librarians and patrons accessed informa-
tion. Demand for library services—collections, programs, and
special services—was up all across the county. 

What goes around comes around. In 2003 librarians are
again faced with difficult financial choices. Technology

upgrades can only be postponed so long. Staff benefits—partic-
ularly health insurance and pensions—increase as library work-
ers get “grayer.” Online resources are wonderful—and
expensive. Will reducing hours call patrons to action on our
behalf, or will they just get angry? 

Here are three library directors’ perspectives on the 2003
funding crisis.

Planning Eases the Pain

Kent Oliver, Director
Stark County District Library, Canton, Ohio; 

koliver@starklibrary.org

Like other Ohio public libraries, the Stark County District
Library (SCLD) went into the 2003 budget process certain it
would see revenue reductions for the second year in a row.
During the golden years of the late 1990s into 2000, Ohio
libraries saw a steady increase in their operating budgets due to
the statewide funding system based on income tax receipts, the
Library and Local Government Support Fund (LLGSF). SCDL’s
portion of LLGSF, its primary form of revenue, which is 95 per-
cent of total operating revenue, dropped from $9,185,305 in
2001 to $8,479,000 in 2002 to an anticipated $8,300,000 in
2003.

The saving grace during these revenue reductions was that
through the good years, SCDL developed a strong capital and
reserve fund. In 2002 the library began to use this reserve to
supplement the operating fund. Within the development of the
2003 budget a decision was reached by the board of trustees to
allocate this reserve proportionally over a three-year cycle. This
has allowed the library to develop flat budgets in 2002 and into
2003 although the library was in a negative revenue situation.

During early 2002 library staff brainstormed on methods
of creating a savings in the operating budget. Facilitated meet-
ings were conducted in order to identify cost-savings areas. An
emphasis was placed on the efficiency of purchasing library
materials. As an example, the library adopted a centralized sup-
ply purchasing procedure for the entire system that consists of
ten locations, four mobile units, and a satellite collection serv-
ice. Throughout 2002 library staff developed guidelines for
centralized selection of materials that was implemented in
January 2003.

As we viewed the coming reductions for the 2003 budget,
the library administration asked the board of trustees to adopt
a philosophy toward budget development that could accom-
modate severe reductions. The library’s operating budget was
viewed in four general areas:

n personnel expenditures, including salaries and benefits;
n materials expenditures for books, online services, and

other materials such as audiovisual;
n general operating expenses, including such items as general

supplies, leases, maintenance, utilities, and communica-
tions; and

n capital-related expenditures for furniture, equipment, and
technology.

Within these broad areas, the library’s staff suggested to
the board’s finance committee that several specific areas be
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viewed as the priorities and opportunities for refocusing the
budget:

n Personnel. Develop a personnel budget that would main-
tain the existing workforce and avoid layoffs. Maintain a
training budget. Continue the review of position openings,
and freeze open positions when possible.

n Technology. Protect the maintenance and development of
the library’s computer technology infrastructure, including
its Dynix system.

n Ongoing maintenance. Support the library’s capital invest-
ment in facilities through an adequate maintenance pro-
gram.

n Materials. Invest in library materials at a lower level with
the realization that budget has flexibility. It is an area
where savings and strategic reductions need to occur.

Key to the personnel issue was the idea that strategic freez-
ing of open positions would continue to occur as individual
openings arose. In spring 2002 the library identified that the
coming budget problems were not short-term. This reduction in
work force through attrition resulted in slightly reduced service
hours in fall 2002 but no branch closings. The library’s admin-
istration and board adopted the philosophical approach that
the staff is the greatest asset to the library and its services. Not
only did we wish to protect the staff from layoffs, but it simply
made sense. Highly trained staff members are worth their
weight in gold to library service, and they are not easily
replaced. To continue to have a highly trained staff we wanted
to avoid severely cutting the training budget.

As capital expenditures were reviewed, it was recognized
that our Dynix system must be maintained without interrup-
tion to necessary upgrades. In the long run a highly functional
network and online system would be cheaper to maintain than
one that was allowed to fall behind in development. Catch-up
is expensive, especially in developing Web site access and serv-
ices. Our system includes two other area libraries and seemed
essential to library service development in the region.

Collection and materials development saw the most drastic
changes in our approach to budgeting. We decided that this
area could tolerate reductions better than other programs. In
2001 SCDL spent more than $2 million on collections, which
was 20 percent of the total operating budget. The budget in
2003 is approximately $1.3 million of a $9.3 million budget
(14 percent). A practical determination was made that in the
long run the library could absorb cuts in materials rather than
cuts to staffing. Interlibrary loan could support these cuts until
revenues rebounded. Internally the library has reviewed its
approach to materials holds and policy settings on the Dynix
system to maximize materials use between locations.

In 2002 SCDL commenced its first comprehensive strategic
planning. Planning was identified as a key component to library
operations if we were to do more with less. One significant
weakness identified during the process was the diversification
of the library’s revenue base. With the library depending solely
on LLGSF, it has found itself totally at the whim of the state’s
legislative process and economic cycles. In addition to LLGSF,
the library is seeking to establish a local operating levy to sup-
plement operating revenues and capital expenditures.
Approximately 25 percent of Ohio’s public libraries have a
local levy in addition to the state funding. Additionally, while
SCDL had sought the occasional grant, it had never established
an aggressive grant-writing initiative tied to planning or capital

programs. Fortunately the library has staff available to make
this a reality.

One of the greatest challenges the library has yet to meet in
2003 is the opening of two larger replacement branches due to
be completed in the fall. A capital bond levy was passed in

1997 without the support of a defeated operating levy. These
new buildings are the tail end of five years of building projects
that essentially represent a partially funded mandate. It will be
interesting to see how we approach the staffing and operation
of these new locations. Another hurdle as we move forward is
explaining to our public how we can afford to open new, larger
facilities when we actually have less operating money and why
we now need local levy funding to continue future operations.
But that, as they say, is another story.

Hard Times for These Times

John Richmond, Director
Alpha Park Public Library District, Bartonville, Ill.; 

jrichmond@alphapark.org

The Alpha Park Public Library District (APPLD) faces four eas-
ily identifiable challenges in FY 2004: (1) the loss of almost
$40,000 in Illinois corporate personal property replacement tax
since FY 2002; (2) abysmal interest rates on investments; (3)
the reassessed (translate: lowered) tax valuation of a major
industry in the district, along with devalued farm land; and (4)
rising health insurance costs. Allowing for the idiosyncrasies of
Illinois replacement taxes, the problems probably are not
unlike those facing many libraries. We also are faced with a
great unknown: Will the state’s minimum wage go up to $6.50
sometime in 2004? It is either promised or threatened, depend-
ing upon one’s viewpoint, by our new governor. The irony, of
course, is that most of the librarians I know, including me, are
sympathetic to the poor and downtrodden, and would like to
see the minimum wage go up. Far too many people rely on it
for income to just label it a wage for teenagers. But when one’s
own budget is concerned . . . sigh.

As difficult as the decision has been, we have begun our
summer Sunday schedule one month early and will remain
closed on Sundays for the foreseeable future. Our summer
Saturday schedule (9 A.M.–1 P.M., instead of 9–5) may be
extended until the first of October. (I feel like G/god, being able
to create and name the seasons!) Since we will be open six days
per week instead of seven, we will cut back our contracted
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cleaning service to five days, which will save approximately
$4,400 in the maintenance fund. Relying as we do upon con-
tracted computer maintenance services, we have arranged with
our provider to claim a different technician as our primary
techie; he knows our system, but his hourly rate is less than that
of the man who’s been our “regular” for several years. That
drops computer maintenance by about $6,000. With no resi-
dent maintenance person, and high ceilings, we pay an electri-
cian electrician’s rates—better than librarians’ rates, no
doubt—to change light fixtures, ballasts, et cetera. The office
manager is following up on several recommendations for good
but less pricey electricians than the one we currently use.

The materials lines of the budget will take hits. (Is anyone
surprised?) Because of our district status and our levying pow-
ers, we have many and varied funds, but it is the general fund,
from which materials are purchased, that will feel the most
intense pain. Currently we spend between 14 and 15 percent of
the budget on materials; that will drop to less than 11 percent.
In dollar amounts, we’ll plunge from $97,500 to about
$75,000.

Other than all of the above, it’s pare to the bone, and
require staff to pay 5 percent more toward their health insur-
ance premiums. We’re keeping staff insurance contributions as
modest as possible, since the raises that we can offer next year
will not be stellar.

On the revenue side, we are raising certain fines and fees,
which may offend those who are philosophically opposed to
charges for anything in a public library. However, they do not
offend either the library board or me, and our plans are not
draconian. I have proposed to the board that we undertake an
emergency appeal, via direct mail, that could lead to an annual
appeal. Some weeks ago I attended a workshop presented by
Anne Johnson, of the Library Community Foundation
(www.librarycommunityfoundation.org); the primary focus
was on annual appeals of the sort that other nonprofits under-
take on a regular basis. I understand the fears that some folks
have about libraries asking for money. (“What if the taxpayers
decide that we don’t need their money, as levied, if we’re out

there raising funds on our own?”) On the other hand, we live
in strange and straitened times, and bake sales won’t cut it. The
board has expressed a willingness to explore fund-raising
opportunities, so we shall see what happens next year. This def-
initely is an unfinished chapter. Another possibility lies in con-
necting with the local community foundation (in Peoria, of
which Bartonville is like unto a suburb) to see if there is any
way we can benefit from a relationship with the people there.

As I write this, I realize that everything I’ve written is, in a
sense, preliminary. With our attorney’s advice, we believe that
we can be creative, while remaining legal, in using some of our
levying powers to increase funds besides the general fund—and,

in turn, using the nongeneral funds for necessary, even crucial
expenditures. With divine—and I’m not referring to the late,
not-so-great vendor of periodicals—intervention, the corporate
personal property replacement tax may stay exactly the same in
FY 2004 instead of dropping another 5 to 6 percent. Manna
may fall from heaven . . . but I doubt it. I think we’re in for a
rough ride. APPLD, I was told by another Peoria-area director,
always seemed to him like a library that “did things in a big
way”. . . for a smallish library, that is, and many things being
relative. We will not be big for some time. 

Comically enough, on our first Sunday closed under the
emergency dispensation, a patron got it into his or her head to
call the police. There was a sign on the door that explained why
we were closed; the sign had been there for quite some time,
and many people had commented on it, expressed sympathy for
our plight, and so on. But when the time itself came: emer-
gency! The police called a board member, who tried to call
me—however, I was out of town, so then the board member
telephoned another staff member, and . . . and . . . and I talked
with the police chief a few days later, and he didn’t even know
about it. But he assured me that “they call us for everything.”
Everything apparently extends to the library being closed
because of financial difficulties. 

I guess that a call to the police when the library doors are
locked means we are important. Now, if the folks who phoned
law enforcement would just send us money . . .

The View from Mansfield

Jean Ruark
Communications Coordinator, Mansfield/Richland County

Public Library, Mansfield, Ohio; jruark@mrcpl.org

Times are tough all over. Just how often have we heard that in
the last couple of years? The sad part is that the cliché is true—
times are tough, for many, all over the nation. Libraries are not
exempt. Many library administrators are using every method
possible to make their limited funds stretch as far as they pos-
sibly can to continue serving the communities that rely on
them. 

Ohio libraries have enjoyed the luxury of being some of the
best-funded libraries in the United States. Lawmakers in Ohio
had a long history of supporting state funding for libraries, cre-
ating a terrific situation for Ohio residents: a statewide com-
mitment to providing equitable library service to all residents,
regardless of the size or location of the surrounding community.
Some communities sought and received additional levies from
the communities they served, but 176 of Ohio’s 250 libraries
relied solely on state funds for operating expenses. 

When the basis for library funds changed from a percent-
age of an intangibles tax to a percentage of the new state per-
sonal income tax, Ohio libraries were to receive 6.3 percent of
that income tax. During another economic crisis in 1991, that
amount was reduced to 5.7 percent. While that was less than
library administrators and boards were accustomed to, the
surging economy helped mitigate the then-sizeable cut in funds.
The strong economy of the late 1990s brought more revenue to
libraries—the way the formula was intended to work.

A strong economy meant more money for libraries. A weak
economy means libraries feel the pinch just like everyone else.
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Ohio libraries have been feeling that pinch in the last two years.
Tough times in Ohio have led Ohio lawmakers to reconsider
their commitment to state funding for libraries. At one point in
April, the Ohio House of Representatives was contemplating
eliminating all state funds for libraries. The resulting shock
wave and subsequent public outcry caused legislators to back
down, but their final proposal for the 2004–2005 state budget
will leave Ohio’s libraries in a precarious position. The pro-
posal holds the funding for libraries at the same reduced level
we’ve had for the last year—12 percent less than Ohio libraries
received in 2001.

At first glance, that doesn’t seem so horrible, especially in
light of the fact that libraries would still be receiving state
funds. The trouble lies in the rest of the wording of the bill.
Funds would be frozen at this level for the foreseeable future. If
the economy rebounds, as it is showing many signs of doing,
libraries would not be able to rebound with it. Funds would
remain at this reduced level, regardless of how much the state
would be collecting in personal income tax. When libraries all
over the state are already cutting back on service hours, mate-
rials budgets, and staff, the prospect of coming up with more
ways to make the limited funds go farther is daunting. It seems
especially so when—as library folks well know—library use is
increasing because of the tough economic times. 

What are we doing at Mansfield/Richland County Public
Library? Having lost 12 percent of our revenue since 2001, we
made the first cuts behind the scenes, like the responsible
administrators we are. Equipment purchases became a matter
of only the absolute necessities; the materials budget was
closely scrutinized, then subsequently trimmed; a hiring freeze
was implemented; and overdue fines and fees were raised.
Many small measures added up to cuts of $605,000 this year.
We did such a good job that our community wasn’t really
aware of the effect—even though we’ve been telling them about
the cuts all along. Our customers have kept using and support-
ing our library. When we learned about the proposal to totally
eliminate state funds for libraries, our community responded
with phone calls, e-mails, and letters to their representatives.
We know our lawmakers heard the outcry, because they
changed the budget proposal. Unfortunately, we will have to
continue trimming our budget to bring the revenues and
expenses in line.

The major areas we have left to trim are service hours and
staff. Unless something miraculous happens, service hours at all
locations will be reduced. Our main library in downtown
Mansfield will close on Sundays, and all eight branches will cut
back service by seven hours a week for all but the smallest
branch, which will see a cutback of four hours—25 percent of
the 16 hours it is currently open each week. Staff will be laid
off, too. The number of staff to be laid off may be changing
because attrition has taken care of a few positions already.
Since the budget is still in the proposal stage right now (early
May), we hope that number will continue to get smaller.
Depending upon what our Ohio senators end up recommend-
ing, this may just be our first round of layoffs. 

Director Joseph Palmer has been instrumental in leading
the charge at the state level. Palmer, chair of the Ohio Library
Council’s Government Relations Committee, has experience in
fighting for library funds. During his tenure at two different
library systems in Pennsylvania, lobbying for funding was a big

part of his responsibilities. “In Pennsylvania, lobbying for fund-
ing was a given. We had to work at it, at all levels, local and
state. Here in Ohio, that hasn’t—up to now—been the issue.
Unfortunately, it looks as though lobbying legislators will be a
part of every budget cycle from now on,” states Palmer.

Our story isn’t new. It has happened to many other
libraries, in other states at other times. That makes it no less
difficult for our communities and our staff to deal with. Ohio

residents are used to easy access, a wealth of resources, and
great customer service. Our library will continue to provide
those things, to the best of our ability, as long as we are able. It
is part of our commitment to our community and what we
think libraries are meant to do. It is also what every library in
similar circumstances has done—kept on providing the best
they can in spite of reduced circumstances.

Conclusion

“Libraries will get you through times of no money better than
money will get you through times of no libraries,” wrote Anne
Herbert in the Last Whole Earth Catalog, published in 1971.

Her maxim means as much now as it did thirty-one years
ago. Are we destined to have a funding crisis every ten years? If
so, we need to plan wisely, spend carefully, and cultivate advo-
cates during the good times so we can weather the bad.  n

Reference

1. American Library Association, Public Information Office,
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Understanding and
Protecting Fair Use

Carrie Russell

The threat of digital piracy—peer-to-peer file sharing and the
unauthorized downloading of motion pictures are the most

publicized threats—has led the recording and motion picture
industry to propose that technological control mechanisms be
employed to control unauthorized copying. Piracy can be con-
trolled to a certain extent by technology—everything from pass-
word protection to hardware solutions built into electronic
equipment can limit unauthorized copying. The trouble is that this
same technology can also eliminate the ability of users to exercise
copyright exemptions, such as fair use, in the digital environment.
So some say fair use is dead. I disagree. Fair use exists, but now
more than ever the public needs to exercise fair-use rights to
demonstrate their value. It is true—use it or lose it. Fair use is an
essential element of the copyright law, and without it many of the
activities library users engage in and have enjoyed in the analog
world could become criminal acts. Librarians represent the public
interest, so we must know and value copyright exemptions like
fair use. Sounds like the perfect time for a fair-use refresher! 

Fair use (Section 107 of Title 17, the Copyright Law of the
United States) allows a user to exercise a copyright without the
prior permission of the copyright holder. It says that under cer-
tain conditions, copying, distributing, or exercising any exclu-
sive right of copyright is not an infringement. One does not
have to ask permission to photocopy an article from a periodi-
cal in the library, for example. One does not have to sign a
license or pay a fee to quote from a work. Fair use is important
because if copyright is too broad and restrictive, the goal of
copyright—to enhance learning through the broad dissemina-
tion of creative works—cannot be achieved. 

Fair use is determined by considering four factors outlined
in Section 107 of the copyright law: 

1. the purpose and character of the use, including whether
such use is of a commercial nature or is for nonprofit edu-
cational purposes;

2. the nature of the copyrighted work;
3. the amount and substantiality of the portion used in rela-

tion to the copyrighted work as a whole; and
4. the effect of the use upon the potential market for or value

of the copyrighted work.

Fair use and the four factors were developed in “common
law,” or the interpretation of law that develops over time

through court decisions. When infringement cases were
brought to trial, judges ruled that some of these infringements
seemed justified or fair because of specific characteristics par-
ticular to the case. These characteristics eventually were cate-
gorized as the four factors of fair use. 

Each factor is considered by the court, and in some
instances, courts have placed more emphasis on one factor than
the others. Many argue that the fourth factor—the effect on the
market—is the most important. If copyright provides a mone-
tary incentive to create, then only the copyright holder should
collect monetary rewards. In fact, for the period of time that
copyright lasts, only the copyright holder can sell the copy-
righted work. Because the selling of intellectual property has
become an important growth industry, one might argue that the
fourth factor is more important than ever. However, the copy-
right law does not suggest this. 

Fair Use in Action

Consider a typical public library activity—story time. Story time
is an infringement of copyright without fair use. The librarian is
publicly performing a copyrighted work without the prior per-
mission of the copyright holder. A public performance—“to per-
form or display [the work] at a place open to the public or at
any place where a substantial number of persons outside of a
normal circle of friends and its social acquaintances is gath-
ered”—is an exclusive right of the copyright holder. Librarians
do not seek prior permission from the copyright holder because,
with the story time situation, the unauthorized use is justified. 

Using the Four Factors

The purpose of story time is not for profit. The law distin-
guishes libraries that serve educational institutions from public
libraries, so we cannot argue that story time is educational
(unless it is part of an established school curriculum). Children
are entertained at story time, but we also know that children
learn about books and develop reading skills. In terms of the
first factor, the purpose of the use clearly leans toward fair use. 

The nature of the publication being used for story time is
most likely a children’s book, a published, fictional work per-
haps with pictures or illustrations. The law considers works
with a high level of creativity (poems, novels, art, graphics,
videos, story books) as having more protection than works that
are nonfictional in nature (including journal articles, research
publications, documentaries). Another consideration regarding
“nature of the publication,” is the fact that the children’s book
is published. Published works are protected by copyright, but
unpublished works are considered “more protectable”—the
idea being that the copyright holder should have the right to
determine when a work will first be made available to the pub-
lic. To a certain extent, the fact that the work is published leans
(but not very far) towards a fair-use reading. By now you can
clearly see that the second factor of fair use, the nature of the
publication, is not clear cut. This is part of the ambiguity of fair
use that for many is frustrating. 

InterViews is an occasional column highlighting unique
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The amount of the publication used during story time is, in
general, the entire story. The entire publication is used. That
leans against fair use. However, can a story be told in any other
way if not from beginning to end? Again, not a clear-cut use. 

Finally, by reading the story to children, are librarians
cheating the copyright holder out of profits? No; in fact, the
library has purchased the book and may purchase another copy
if the book is extremely popular with children. Because their
children’s interest has been peaked, parents may buy more chil-
dren’s books for their home. 

When we examine all of the factors together, I would argue
that story time is a lawful, although unauthorized, activity.
(Woe is the day when librarians would have to ask permission
or pay a fee to read a storybook to children!) Hopefully, this
example illustrates the kinds of considerations one must take
when making a fair-use decision. One should also note that fair
use is not a strict formula. The decision is based, to an extent,
on one’s own judgment, and reasonable people will disagree
about the same fair-use situation. 

Of course, we rarely have the time to consider the four fac-
tors when a copyright issue comes up. Luckily, many library
activities—story time and story boards, book displays, a rea-
sonable degree of photocopying—have become normalized. In
other words, the activities are so broadly practiced that they
have become lawful activities, though when examined closely,
all involve using a copyright without authorization. Our behav-
ior influences the law and its interpretation. If everyone started
to request permission to make a book display, eventually that
activity would become an infringement. (Lesson: Do not ask for
permission unless you have to.)

Copyright Guidelines

Many libraries use “copyright guidelines” to make decisions
about fair use. These guidelines, developed by representatives
from various stakeholder groups, such as motion picture com-
panies, publishers, authors, and librarians, attempt to quantify
fair-use activities. Stakeholders have written numerous docu-
ments of this kind, including guidelines for photocopying,
music, multimedia, interlibrary loan, and library reserves. The
guidelines, while handy cues, are problematic for various rea-
sons. First of all, they are not included in the copyright law.
Fair use is included in the law, so when an infringement case
comes before a judge, that judge will consider the fair-use fac-
tors, not the guidelines. Some guidelines were developed at the
urging of Congress, so they have some legal value, but case law
indicates that judges rely on fair use when they evaluate
infringement cases. 

Second, the guidelines were designed to represent the min-
imum amount considered fair. Unfortunately, libraries have
implemented the guidelines as if they were maximums, result-
ing in librarians refusing to photocopy more than 10 percent of
a book regardless of the situation. Third, librarians have been
led to believe that the guidelines will provide a safe harbor from
copyright litigation. The truth is that a copyright holder may
choose to sue a library for infringement for any reason. (Don’t
fret. It is highly unlikely that a library would be sued, but they
could be whether you use guidelines or not.) Finally, by choos-
ing guidelines over fair use, librarians are establishing a new
norm that suggests, “we do not need fair use, the guidelines are
sufficient.” Eventually, fair use would lose its meaning and

worth, and guidelines would be considered law, perhaps even
finding their way into the statute. It is not in the best interest of
the public to forfeit fair use, especially when we have no idea
how necessary fair use may be in this time of rapid technologi-
cal change.

Fair Use in the Digital Environment

Fair use applies to digital materials in the same way as analog
materials; that is, if the work in question is acquired through a
sale. Nearly all digital works are rented and not owned by the
library. We license materials with contract law (state law), and
the copyright statute does not apply. Digital resources acquired
through license agreements can be used only in ways that the
contract stipulates. One cannot guarantee fair use exists unless
a savvy contract negotiator is able to get “fair-use language” in
the contract, such as “reasonable copying.” Bottom line: the
contract describes what the library and its users can do with a
digital work, and that contract may not include fair use. 

Fortunately, the vendors who license material to libraries
are familiar with our needs—libraries are sometimes their sole
customers. We pay a premium for each database, often based
on the size of the community or on the number of computers
that the library owns. Thus far, our library users, if authorized,
do not face technological measures that block access to works
that the library has licensed. This is not the case with materials
marketed directly to consumers—in particular, recordings and
motion pictures in digital formats. CDs now come with copy-
protection technology that prevents one from listening to the
CD on some electronics equipment, such as personal comput-
ers running operating systems other than Microsoft. 

Will fair use of library resources follow the anticopying
trend of CDs? The answer depends on us. We must continue to
value and use fair use. We must include fair-use exemptions in
our licensing contracts, and, if necessary, refuse to agree to
overly restrictive contract terms. We must promote the need
for fair use to legislators and other decision makers. We repre-
sent the public and their right to information. Understanding
copyright law and fair use is one way to represent the public.
This should be a goal of all librarians. My hope is to help you
better understand copyright and how it can affect the free flow
of information that is so important (but often taken for
granted) to society in future articles in Public Libraries. If you
have suggestions for future copyright topics, let me know by
contacting me via e-mail at crussell@alawash.org. Type “pub-
lic libraries and copyright” in the subject line of your message.
I cannot respond to individual questions, but your concerns
will point me in the right direction for future topics in Public
Libraries.  n
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Carrie Russell is the Copyright Specialist in the American Library
Association’s Office for Information Technology Policy, Washington
D.C.; crussell@alawash.org.

Carrie Russell’s articles on copyright will appear periodically in
Public Libraries. Readers can recommend topics by writing to her
at crussell@alawash.org. Please place “public libraries and copy-
right” in the subject line of your e-mail message. Carrie is not an
attorney and cannot provide readers with legal advice, but she will
provide professional opinion based on her expertise as an informa-
tion policy specialist and librarian.
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Writing about the
Peripheries 

An Interview with 
Chris Bohjalian

Brendan Dowling

Chris Bohjalian is the author of eight novels, including The
Buffalo Soldier, Tran-Sister Radio, The Law of Similars,

and Midwives, which was named an Oprah Book Club selec-
tion and a Publishers Weekly Best Book of 1997. His writing
has appeared in many publications, including Reader’s Digest,
The Boston Sunday Globe Magazine, and Burlington Free
Press, for which he has written a column since 1992. Bohjalian
is also the recipient of the New England Book Award as well as
a New England Booksellers Association Discovery title. He
spoke at the author luncheon at PLA’s Spring Symposium in
Chicago on March 7, where Brendan Dowling interviewed him
for Public Libraries.

Public Libraries: So many of your books focus on a subculture
that is different from your own background. What draws you
to these characters?

Chris Bohjalian: Why does a balding, middle-aged white guy in
wing tips write about the transgendered or midwifery? I love
writing about the margins of our culture. I love writing about
the peripheries. The reason I like writing about people on the
edge—the transgendered, home birth, kids who are in danger of
falling through our safety nets—is because there’s great conflict
there. Right now the margins are pressing against the main-
stream, and there’s conflict there and change and the opportu-
nity for human transformation. That is what fiction needs.
You’ve got to have conflict, and you’ve got to have transfor-
mation. And the reality is, I don’t write mystery novels. I’m
never going to write a novel where the mystery is who pulled
the trigger. Not that I don’t like those kinds of books, because
I do. I don’t write novels about serial killers, although I will tell
you I loved The Devil in the White City by Erik Larson. So that
means I have to find my conflict in other places. And that is
why I write about these experiences that are so far removed
from my own life. 

That point not withstanding, I think I write about subjects
far from my experience because as a reader, I love books that
teach me something new, that tell me about a culture I know
nothing about. I remember loving every word of Andrea

Barrett’s The Voyage of the Narwhal a few years ago because I
knew nothing about nineteenth-century Arctic exploration and
I learned massive amounts from it. I loved Geraldine Brooks’s
Year of Wonders, not simply because it’s a ripping good yarn
about a seventeenth-century English village, but because I
learned a lot of what it must have been like to live in the sev-
enteenth century. Andrea Barrett and Geraldine Brooks have
done their homework, so I learned a good deal from reading
their books. And so that’s why I’m drawn to subjects that are
going to teach me something, because as a reader I’m drawn to
those kinds of books and as a novelist I love researching them
myself. I knew nothing about midwifery when I began
Midwives, I knew nothing about the transgendered when I
began Trans-Sister Radio.

PL: How do you pick your topics?

CB: I don’t pick my topics as much as my topics pick me. I’ve
never, for example, skimmed the newspaper and tried to find
something that struck me as something so far from my frame of
reference that I wanted to dive into it. Usually those subjects
have appeared in my life, and I’m really grateful for that.

I grew interested in the transgendered when a good friend
of my wife’s and mine, a woman from New York City, was
coming to visit us in Vermont to savor that fall foliage that we
take for granted but you don’t have in New York City. She was
coming Columbus Day weekend, and she was going to be
bringing her new boyfriend, a man we had not met. She arrived
Friday afternoon at our house, three o’clock as planned, and
she was angry, she was hurt, and she was alone. And she then
dropped the bombshell on us that her boyfriend had dropped
on her the night before. It turns out that he was on female hor-
mones and planned to have a sex change soon after Christmas,
but he knew that because they loved each other so madly and
deeply and profoundly that it would have no effect on their
relationship. Of course it was going to—she was devastated
and furious. But, without wanting to reduce their love affair to
Jerry Springer’s “Transsexuals and the Women Who Love
Them Too Much,” she did love him and she invited him to
move into her Manhattan apartment with her, convinced that
once they lived under the same roof, he would give up what she
considered this ridiculous notion of having a sex change and
they would ride off into the sunset together, Snow White and
her prince. The experiment lasted about a week.

The transsexual went west, had her sexual reassignment,
and now she’s teaching out west. Here’s what made me want to
write the book: about six months later, in March or April, this
friend was visiting us once more. And after one of those con-
versations well into the night that we’ve all had, she proceeded
to tell us in a voice that was tragic, wistful, and resigned that
she knew that there was nobody on this planet that she loved
more than this transsexual, but because of all the baggage that
she brought to gender and sexual orientation she was never
going to pick up the phone and call this other woman and say,
“I’m sorry that I hurt you. Want to have a drink? Want to
talk?” And she told this story with so much sadness in her voice
that it made me think, I want to write a book about a woman

Book Talk provides authors’ perspectives on libraries, 

books, technology, and information.
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who falls in love with a man who’s
about to have a sex change to see
just how broad love’s shoulders
really are. But before my friend
told me that story, Columbus Day
weekend, I hadn’t thought about
the transgendered as a subject for a
novel.

I hadn’t thought about writing
about foster care in The Buffalo
Soldier until my daughter came
home with her kindergarten class
picture. There were sixteen
adorable children in it, and they
were all white. And it suddenly
dawned on me, I’d always grown
up in multiracial communities, in
Miami or in the suburbs of New
York City, and all of a sudden I’m
raising my daughter in this homo-
geneous white state. There are
many things I love about Vermont,
but its racial homogeneity is not among them. So I decided to
write a book about a little boy, an African-American foster
child, who’s suddenly parachuted into, for example, my daugh-
ter’s then all-white elementary school, just to see where the
story would go.

PL: What sort of research does that require? 

CB: I begin most of my research on two simultaneous planes.
On one plane, I’m doing secondary research, reading other
books about the subject. For example, when I began Midwives,
the first thing I did was read Ina May Gaskin’s Spiritual
Midwifery, I read Heart and Hands: A Midwife’s Guide to
Pregnancy and Birth by Elizabeth Davis, and even The Home
Birth Canon. At the same time, I begin a primary level of
research, interviewing people. In the case of a book like The
Buffalo Soldier, the very first phone call I made was to the
then–head of human services in Social and Rehabilitation
Services in the state of Vermont, a wonderful man named Bill
Young who I had never met before. I introduced myself and
said I want to have lunch with you just to start understanding
foster care and how it works. Through him I started meeting
the social workers and the caseworkers, and after that—I was
very specific about this—I wanted to meet multiracial foster
families in Vermont. Vermont’s a small state. You could proba-
bly do this in Chicago, but it’s particularly easy in Vermont.
The agency would call these families and say there’s a novelist
and he was hoping he could meet you and they were wonder-
ful. I met a number of families that way. I’m sure there were a
number of families who would say, “No, our privacy matters to
us” but I will never know who they are because I never met
them. And I would spend time with these families, with the chil-
dren and the parents. And that is just incredible for my work in
terms of adding a layer of reality. That’s where you get some
astonishing anecdotes, some of which I used in The Buffalo
Soldier.

One of the most haunting anecdotes was when I was hav-
ing breakfast with a white mother who had two children: a
black son and a white daughter. And she said, “It’s the little
things that get you in Vermont. It took me weeks to find a bar-
ber who could cut my son’s hair. I took him to three barbers

and they all said they didn’t know
anything about how to cut my
son’s hair, because they’d never
cut an African-American child’s
hair before. Now what message
am I sending to my son that his
sister, who’s white, can get her
hair cut at any of the hair salons
in Burlington. But my son I have
to drive thirty-five miles and even
then, the barber’s a really nice guy,
but he’s doing it out of his kitchen
on the third floor of a walk-up
apartment. Now what signal is
that sending my son that he can’t
get his hair cut where his friends
get their hair cut. That’s a really
unfortunate message.” And I was
haunted by it, and as a writer I
used it in the book.

PL: Since you do so much primary
research, do you feel any sort of responsibility to the people you
meet? What has their reaction to your novels been?

CB: Whenever a story somebody tells me winds up in one of
my books, however camouflaged, they’re aware of it well
before the book is published because I want to make sure
they’re comfortable with it and they’re not going to be sur-
prised. Sometimes it’s really quite awkward. In Trans-Sister
Radio there were some moments that were very awkward
when I’d call up a transsexual I’d met in Boulder, in San
Francisco, or Chicago and say “I want to send you a chapter
of the book because I don’t want you to be wandering into a
bookstore or a library someday and take the book off the
shelf and read it and say, ‘Egads, I didn’t mean it that way’
or feel in any way that I’d somehow taken advantage of our
conversation.

PL: Have they ever given you any feedback that’s made you
change or revisit what you’ve written?

CB: No, and that would be an interesting thing. If I had a scene
I loved and they didn’t love it or weren’t comfortable with it, I
don’t know what I’d do; that’s never happened. What usually
happens is the reverse: they’ve added to it, they’ve told me
something more that they hadn’t thought of in our first inter-
view that was even more wrenching, or even more surprising,
or even more unusual, and it’s fleshed out the scene for me even
more. And part of the time, they’re not even aware that it’s
them. “Why did you want me to read this? Thank you, I’m flat-
tered!” they say.

PL: The Buffalo Soldier details how a young Vermont couple,
Terry and Laura Shelton, become foster parents to an African-
American child, Alfred Benoit, after the death of their twin
daughters. There seem to be so many topics in The Buffalo
Soldier that would require extensive research. What was your
process like for this book?

CB: I had different threads of research. Most of my books have
one very precise thread: home birth, sexual reassignment,
homeopathy. In this case, there was a historical thread where I

Chris Bohjalian
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was researching the ninth and tenth cavalries and what it was
like to have been a Buffalo Soldier in the 1870s in the
Southwest. And then I was researching foster care, and what
works and what doesn’t work in our foster care system. And
even that had two separate paths. On the one hand there were
the systemic issues—how does foster care work? If you’re Terry
and Laura Shelton, how do you become a foster parent? What’s
involved? And then, for me, there was the more interesting

part, the anecdotal stories: my conversation with foster parents
and foster children about their lives and what their lives were
like. The thing about my research is how little of it actually
winds up in the book for all that you see. I do a ton of research,
and a lot of it is just background white noise so that I under-
stand what a midwife’s life is like, or what a state highway
patrolman’s life is like. But it is irrelevant to the book, and so it
never figures into it. But in much the same way an actor might
do a lot of preparation that will never be manifested in a literal
line of dialogue that we’ll see on the screen or on the stage, a
lot of the research I do matters in the construction of the char-
acter, but you won’t see it literally on the page when you’re
reading the book.

PL: So how did the whole theme of the Buffalo Soldiers,
African-American cavalry forces in the western frontier in the
late nineteenth century, come into this story about foster care?

CB: The book became The Buffalo Soldier when Paul Hebert [a
neighbor of the Sheltons who befriends Alfred] decided he
wanted to get a horse. At this point I hadn’t anticipated having
a book in which Buffalo Soldiers would be in any way
metaphoric or a part of Alfred’s life. I was aware of Buffalo
Soldiers because I thought that they were a very interesting and
wondrous piece of our history, but I hadn’t viewed them as
something that would be in this book. I had thought that some-
day I was going to write a book about Henry Woodward Jr., the
first African-American graduate of West Point, really a fasci-
nating story, and that book would have been called The Buffalo
Soldier.

But then Paul Hebert surprised me when I was writing that
scene that takes place on Thanksgiving when he decided he
wanted a horse. And I didn’t know what was going to happen
with the horse, but I liked the idea of him getting a horse.
Because Paul is the only one in the first two-thirds of the book
who really tries to connect with Alfred as just a peer, as a
human being. Laura’s a basket case the first half of the book,
and Terry’s got such distance from his wife and his son at this
point that he’s certainly not connecting with Alfred. So Paul
decides he’s going to get a horse, and that just struck me as

another way for him to connect with Alfred. And I already
knew he was a retired American studies professor, so before I
knew it, he’s brought Alfred back a hat, and a book about the
Buffalo Soldiers. And that’s when the Buffalo Soldiers entered
the book. And then I started doing more serious research about
what the life of a Buffalo Soldier would have been like, what
my fictional Sergeant George Roe’s life would have been like. In
one book I came across a reference to the reality that very often
a Native American woman wound up as the laundress for these
troops in the Great Plains.

And then when I was interviewing, and I don’t remember
which professor it was, but I was interviewing a guy who had
written a number of books on the Buffalo Soldiers. And he told
me a story—he didn’t know whether it was true or not—but
he’d heard a story about a sergeant in one of the Buffalo Soldier
cavalry divisions who’d fallen in love with and married the laun-
dress. And this was a real scandal. His fellow troopers thought
this was just certifiable, because this was the enemy! And his
white officers thought it was certifiable. But in the lore that this
older gentleman was telling me, everything had been fine. They
married and moved east when he was discharged and just dis-
appeared into St. Louis somewhere. And that of course became
important in the book. I just took that one anecdote and
thought, This would be a great nineteenth-century parallel to the
strange and wonderful way that a family can be constructed.

PL: You’ve mentioned in previous interviews that Sibyl
Danforth from Midwives is the first character that you ever
developed a crush on. Have any characters in your subsequent
books had such an effect on you?

CB: Sibyl Danforth remains the character on whom I’ve had the
deepest crush. That was something my wife pointed out to me.
At one point we were talking about why Stephen Hastings, her
defense attorney, seems to have a crush on her, because there’s
no reason why he has to in the book, it’s not a thread that mat-
ters in the narrative.

But I will tell you that a character who I feel an enormous
closeness to also is Alfred Benoit, the foster child in The Buffalo
Soldier. And I feel that both as a parent, because I’m very pro-
tective of him, but also because he is, in a lot of unexpected
ways, the most autobiographical character I’ve ever created. I
was never a foster child; I had wonderful, wonderful biological
parents. But we moved a lot. I’ve counted it up for my daugh-
ter, and I went to eight schools. At one point I went to four dif-
ferent schools in four years. I was always the new kid on the
block. I was always the kid with his fingers pressed against the
glass wondering why he wasn’t invited to the sleepover party.
And I called on a lot of that material emotionally when I was
creating Alfred.

In fact there are a couple of scenes in the book that are
completely autobiographical. For example when Terry, Laura,
and Alfred are going to Terry’s mother’s house for
Thanksgiving, they see some kids playing soccer or football, I
can’t remember which. In reality, it was football, but I think I
might have made it soccer in the book. And Laura and Terry
are clearly wondering in their own minds why didn’t anyone
think to invite Alfred, and worse, Alfred is feeling like this
incredible loser. Why did no one invite me, and what do these
two grown-ups in the front seat think about no one inviting me
to be out there to be with them. It was my first Thanksgiving in
Florida when that particular moment occurred. So I feel a great
closeness to Alfred in that regard, he’s sort of a surrogate kid.

I was always the kid with his fingers
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PL: Many of your books focus on families in the midst of some
dramatic crisis. Does that ever take any toll on you personally?

CB: My books are indeed often about families in crisis. In fact,
the book I just finished is all about a multigenerational family
in a huge crisis. But it doesn’t take any toll on my personal life.
I will tell you that when I was writing The Buffalo Soldier, a
book that begins with two little girls drowning, I could not wait
for my daughter’s school bus to pull up to the bus stop so I
could be there for her. Especially when I was writing some
scenes in which Laura or Terry are thinking about their daugh-
ters, I just squeezed my own daughter. But I write from 5 A.M.
to 10 A.M. in the morning, and then from 10 A.M. to noon I do
whatever nonwriting work the work of a novelist demands, and
then I get on with my day.

PL: What’s next for you?

CB: I love the book I’m writing now, I just love it. I’ll tell you
the title, but the title could change because I just finished it a
week ago yesterday. I did not want to go on this book tour if I
could possibly avoid it without a very rough first draft done,
because then of course I’m not going to work on it for two
months while I’m on this tour and I didn’t want to lose all of
the plot lines that were moving through it. The working title is
Hunters and Gatherers. It’s a big sprawling multigenerational
story about three generations of women and the dysfunctional
men in their lives. And what ties these three generations of
women together is the men that this middle generation have
married, the brothers-in-law. One of them is a New York
City–based animal rights activist, a vegan. And the other is a
Vermont-based public defender who’s an avid outdoorsman,
sportsman, and deer hunter. The truce that these brothers-in-
law have unravels rather suddenly one July evening when all of
the families are gathered together and the eleven-year-old
daughter of the New York City animal rights activist takes a
hold of her uncle’s Remington .30-06 and inadvertently blows
off her father’s right arm. I’m just having massive amounts of
fun with this book. I love the women in it. I love the little girls;
one’s nine, and one’s eleven. I love their two moms. I love the
grandmother, the matriarch of this big family. I’ve just had the
best time with it. Despite the fact that it begins with a guy get-
ting his arm blown off on page one, it’s actually a gently comic
novel about food, and how we eat, and the politics of food, and
the politics of family, and how these women are being driven
crazy by the feud that the brothers in law are having right now.

PL: How did this book come about?

CB: All of my books have one unconscious tie to the previous
book. And it’s unconscious when I start, and then it becomes
apparent to me as I start writing it. And I think this one began
because I wanted to write a book about two little girls who are
really alive and really together and haven’t drowned. And it’s
almost as if here are the two little girls, although I made one a
little older, who didn’t drown in the flood in The Buffalo
Soldier. Hilary and Megan Shelton are reincarnated as Willow
Seton and Evelyn McCullough, these two cousins. I think that’s
how it started. The opening scene of the book is these two little
girls staying with their grandmother in northern New England
for two weeks for what they consider to be Grandmother’s Boot
Camp, which involves nature hikes and swim lessons, having a
great time talking about woodpeckers and crows.

PL: And when will it come out?

CB: Probably 2004. There’s a chance because there’s a presi-
dential election in 2004 that I might recommend that we don’t
publish it until 2005. But I tend to do one hardcover a year and
then a paperback the following year. I’ll come back from this
book tour in mid-April, and I will spend the next four months
rewriting and rewriting. That doesn’t sound like a long time,
and I may decide after four months that it still isn’t ready. In
that case it definitely won’t be until 2005. 

PL: What’s your revision process like?

CB: I’ve got two great readers. My lovely bride and my editor
are both terrific readers. And one of the great benefits of fin-
ishing a first draft of this book before beginning this book tour
is that the two of them can read it while I’m gone. And I’ll get
a sense from them of what they think works and what they
think doesn’t work. I, of course, am the final arbiter. I can
ignore them and they understand that, but they usually have
some pretty interesting things to say. And I’ll go back to page
one and I’ll start rewriting, with sort of a macrovision of
what’s working and what’s not working. Is there enough of the
nine-year-old girl? Is there enough of the grandmother? Have
I spent too much time on the politics of food, have I spent too
much time on how guns work? I am a meticulous researcher,
and this book is obviously about lots and lots of details.
There’s tons of information about how a .30-06 bolt-action
deer rifle works. There’s some litigation in it. So then I’ll take
it through the draft of “Do I have too much litigation in the

book?” And then I will begin the more diligent sentence-by-
sentence rewriting. Is the rhythm of this sentence appropriate
with the rhythm of the sentence that preceded it. Is the dia-
logue in this scene too clunky? Would Catherine really say
that? Would Heather really say that? And that’s a long process,
where some days I’ll spend all morning on two paragraphs,
and some mornings I’ll go through forty pages and not change
a word.

PL: What has been your relationship with libraries?

CB: I’ve thought about that a lot lately, and I’m going to talk a
little about it today. I’ve always loved writing, and I’ve always
loved reading, but it really clicked for me in the autumn of
1974 when I was thirteen at the Miami Lakes Public Library in
Miami Lakes, Florida. We had just moved from a suburb of
New York City to Miami. We arrived there the Sunday of the
Labor Day weekend and I started school there that Tuesday.
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Library Web Page
and Online Catalog

Directories

Steven M. Cohen

Irecently received an e-mail from an acquaintance who
remarked about an interesting flyer that was delivered to his

mailbox. It was an advertisement for a high-speed Internet serv-
ice that touted the speed of performing research online. “Do it
faster from home” was displayed over a picture of a student
who was taking a book off the library bookshelves. The
description read something like “Now there’s no reason to
spend hours in a library doing research or looking for a partic-
ular book. With [company, product], you can do it all online
whenever it’s convenient for you, from the comfort of your own
home.”

After reading his e-mail, I had the typical librarian reac-
tion. Unbelievable, I thought, while quickly sending off the e-
mail to some of my colleagues. How can a company place such
blatant lies in an advertisement? Sure, while some information
can be found quicker using the Web, it is not an all-encom-
passing product that should be considered the panacea for the
world’s information questions. And yes, having access from a
home computer with fast access though broadband is easier
than having to drive to the local library, but at what point does
ease fall victim to efficiency, usefulness, and a breadth of
resources?

After rereading the advertisement, I realized that it is pos-
sible to access particular library books from a home computer
(or at least the holdings of a particular library), but definitely
not the vast amounts of information available at the physical
building. I felt better knowing that, indeed, the advertisement
was half right. The problem is that not enough library users (or
potential library users) know that their local library holdings
are available online. Also, the book that they are looking for
may be available somewhere else in the country, or the world
for that matter. Since the OCLC databases are not readily avail-
able to patrons from home, the next best thing is the offering of
library catalogs.

Finding the Web sites of local public libraries may be as
simple as plugging the name of the library into a search engine.
However, there are at least seven resources that have been
specifically created to collect and catalog both library Web
pages and links to their online catalogs. By using these
resources, users can find not only the library Web site, but also
locate libraries within their same vicinity as well as a direct link

to the online catalog, a task that search engines (yes, even
Google) have problems with. 

Created by Peter Scott, Libdex (www.libdex.com) is one of
the most popular directories. Not only are library Web pages
and online catalogs indexed, but so are Friends of the Library
pages. Users can browse the site by country or OPAC vendor,
or use the search option. Once a library is found, some factual
information is provided, such as the city, province or state,
country, library type (Libdex collects more than just public
library sites), and a link to the library home page and online
catalog. I was once looking for a law library in a certain city in
Illinois and was able to find one using the search option. 

The one issue that I have with the search mechanism on
Libdex is that it only accepts one keyword or phrase and does
not allow for Boolean operators. That is where a search engine
like Google can come in handy. Google has indexed every entry
from Libdex, so one can use all of the search mechanisms avail-
able to run a search in Libdex. For example, if I were looking
for a university library in Lexington, Kentucky, I would per-
form this search in Google: site:libdex.com Lexington
University. The search would return a link to the Libdex file for
the University of Kentucky Library as well as a link to the
Transylvania University Library in that same city. 

Lib-Web-Cats (www.librarytechnology.org/libwebcats) is
another resource for locating library Web sites and online cata-
logs, but the set-up is quite different than that of Libdex. One
can browse the database by geographic location, but the real
strength in this site is in the search mechanism. A “quick
search” allows for one keyword (the same as Libdex), but the
section labeled “Other search options” allows the searcher to
choose the type of library, enter a city, state, and country. There
is also an advanced search feature (www.librarytechnology.org/
lwc-search-advanced.pl) in which the users can enter any num-
ber of parameters to suit their needs. Once a record is located,
the site provides extensive information about the library,
including the postal address, the library type, a link to the home
page and online catalog, the library automation system, any
affiliations, and a consortium name (if the library belongs to
one). Lib-Web-Cats is a very useful tool and is worthy of a
bookmark for ready reference use.

Publiclibraries.com (www.publiclibraries.com) is a direc-
tory of United States public libraries by geographic location.
Once a state is chosen, the list of public libraries is further bro-
ken down by city name with a link to the library Web site.
There is no search mechanism, but this resource can be useful
if the user knows the name of the city in which a particular
library resides. The site also provides a geographic directory of
university and college libraries (www.publiclibraries.com/
university_library.htm), a listing of presidential libraries
(www.publiclibraries.com/presidential_library.htm) with links
to the Web site of each one, and another list of national
libraries from around the world (www.publiclibraries.com/
world.htm). The number of libraries found in this directory is
not as extensive as those discussed previously, but librarians
can help build the database by adding their own library infor-
mation if it doesn’t exist in the directory. 

Internet Spotlight explores Internet and Web topics 

relevant to librarians in the public library sector. 

Your input is welcome. 
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School Libraries on the Web (www.sldirectory.com)
focuses on school media center libraries on an international
level. The first page lists countries of origin, which can then be
broken down by states or provinces within that country. Within
each state, the information is broken down yet again into
school library pages, district library pages, state library pages,
and resource sharing networks (for example, see listings for
New York at www.sldirectory.com/libsf/stpages/newyork.html
#top). There are also general directories that list all school dis-
trict libraries (www.sldirectory.com/libsf/sdlibs.html) and all
state departments of libraries related to media centers (www.
sldirectory.com/libsf/stlibs.html).

Libweb (http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/Libweb) is another
international library Web page directory, which has collected
more than six thousand resources. The main page is arranged by
country, with the United States divided into type of library. Each
section lists library name (with a link to the home page) and the
city or town where the library is located. A powerful search
mechanism (www.ohiolink.edu/cgi-bin/libweb-search.pl) allows
for Boolean searches (the AND Boolean is the default, so there
is no need to use it). The user can also define fields within a
search. For example, in order to search by location, use the
parameter location= (e.g., to search for university libraries in
Michigan, enter location=michigan and type=academic.

Search results provide information on the libraries, which
is not the case if one finds a library when browsing. Once a
page is found via searching, a link named “info” will appear.
Clicking the link pulls up information about the site, such as
when it was last checked by LibWeb, when it was last added to
the database, and when the information was last modified.
While this extra information about the site may not be that
important to the user, it is still available if needed. Like the
other sites mentioned here, LibWeb also has a submission form
(http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/Libweb/submission.html) for sites
not currently in the database. This directory is also worth
bookmarking.

The Library of Congress (the subject of two recent
“Internet Spotlight” columns) has also put together a list of
academic library Web sites with respective vendors in paren-
thesis (www.loc.gov/z3950/gateway.html). The links lead to a
search mechanism where the library catalog of that university
can be searched directly. There is no need to locate the particu-
lar library via the Web, then search for the catalog, and then
search the actual catalog for the material. 

There are three issues with this resource that need to be
addressed. First, the list is not that extensive. Wouldn’t it be
amazing to be able to search the catalogs of every public and
academic library using a list like this? OCLC aside (as that is
fee-based), a free resource that is more inclusive would be very
helpful. Second, the search can take a long time to complete
and may time out. Third, the searches may run slower than a
search on the online catalog of the actual library site. While this
hasn’t been a major problem for me, those with dial-up access
to the Web may experience long delays. That said, this is a won-
derful resource that may save time for the librarian or patron
who searches other library catalogs. 

Searching for and locating library Web pages and online
catalogs should not be a chore to the end user. The holdings of
a public, academic, or special library are resources that users
sometimes have difficulty finding online, and these collections
need to be brought to the user in as simple and easy a fashion
as possible. By using these directories, patrons can easily find

libraries and catalogs in their area, which, when used, can lead
to more users at the library.  n

Resources

Libdex
www.libdex.com

Library of Congress Academic Gateway
www.loc.gov/z3950/gateway.html

Libweb
http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/Libweb

Search template
www.ohiolink.edu/cgi-bin/libweb-search.pl

Submission form
http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/Libweb/submission.html

Lib-Web-Cats
www.librarytechnology.org/libwebcats

Advanced Search Page
www.librarytechnology.org/lwc-search-advanced.pl

Publiclibraries.com
www.publiclibraries.com

University and college libraries
www.publiclibraries.com/university_library.htm 

Presidential libraries
www.publiclibraries.com/presidential_library.htm

National libraries from around the world
www.publiclibraries.com/world.htm

School Libraries on the Web
www.sldirectory.com/index.html

School district libraries
www.sldirectory.com/libsf/sdlibs.html

State departments of libraries related to media centers
www.sldirectory.com/libsf/stlibs.html

Steven M. Cohen is Assistant Librarian at the
law firm of Rivkin Radler, LLP. He can be
reached at Steven.Cohen@Rivkin.com.

Lib-Web-Cats
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Multimedia 
on the Web

Paula Wilson

Multimedia is a generic term used to describe the different
types of media that can be processed by a computer,

including sound, graphics, video images, animations, and text.1

Libraries are effectively using multimedia files on their Web
pages to educate and entertain visitors. But just because you
can add multimedia files to your site doesn’t mean you should.
Understanding when multimedia is an appropriate way to pres-
ent information is just as important as learning the specialized
software used to create such files. 

When is it appropriate to use multimedia files? Mostly,
when their use is relevant to the content and the message you
are trying to convey. Ask yourself if there is another, more effec-
tive way to present the information before deciding to publish
it in multimedia format. Examples of content that justifies mul-
timedia include audio files that support publication of an oral
history project and interactive tours that offer users a glimpse
into the physical library building.

Several factors contribute to the ease with which users can
access multimedia files. Web designers should take into consid-
eration download speeds, Net congestion, file size, and the
speed at which users connect to the Internet. There is informa-
tion you can offer visitors so they can decide whether or not to
access the file. First, describe the file; users want to know the
content of the file so they can determine its relevancy to their
needs. Second, let users know what plug-in software is neces-
sary to view the file. Third, create a link to the Web site where
users can access the necessary software. It is important that the
plug-in necessary to view the files is common. When visitors do
not have a plug-in, they must invest the time to download it.
For example, it takes twenty-five minutes to download
Macromedia Authorware Web Player on a 56k modem, accord-
ing to the Macromedia Web site (www.macromedia.com).

Users are more inclined to download software if they feel it
will be required to view files on other Web sites as well. In some
cases, the user’s browser may be able to determine whether the
necessary software has already been installed. As a rule of thumb,
if the average user connects at speeds of 56 kbps, files larger than
50 KB need a size warning.2 Users will most likely be suspect of
your site if it does not include the information necessary for them
to decide whether to click or not to click. These are basic Web
design conventions that your visitors are accustomed to seeing on
other sites; the library’s site should be no different.

Designers should also consider alternative access to the
content for accessibility and usability concerns. For example,

Tech Talk explores issues that public librarians face when

they offer electronic services and network content. 

It aims to create a bridge between the practical and

theoretical issues related to technology. 

Public Library of Charlotte and Mecklenburg County (N.C.)
Bookhive: Zinger Tales
www.bookhive.org/zingertales/zingertales.asp

Storytellers capture the attention of children in these
Web pages. Real Audio video files are offered for visitors
with 56k modem or T1/cable modem access. 

Hennepin County (Minn.) Library 
Events and Classes: Interactive Tutorials
www.hclib.org/pub/training

Interactive tutorials are created in Macromedia
Authorware and include topics such as black history,
banned books, business information, mousing tutorial, and
information literacy.

Internet Public Library
Music History 102
http://ipl.si.umich.edu/div/mushist

A guide to Western composers that includes recordings
representing more than thirty composers. Recordings were
created using RealAudio.

Las Vegas-Clark County (Nev.) Library District
Jean Ford Collection for Citizen Action and Community
Building: Interviews and Narratives
www.lvccld.org/special_collections/jean_ford/interviews.htm

Audio files of interviews available in Real Audio and
Quick Time. In addition, a transcript of the audio file is
available for reading or printing.

North Suburban (Ill.) Library System 
www.digitalpast.org

A collaboration of member libraries to digitize fifteen sep-
arate collections of historical documents, including a variety of
media formats. Skokie (Ill.) Public Library has digitized a col-
lection of audio and video collection depicting the neo-Nazis’
attempt to hold rallies in Skokie in 1977 and 1978.

Warren Newport (Ill.) Public Library 
Teen Poetry Café 
www.wnpl.info/kidspot/edittemp/Poet_Cafe

Several poems are available in audio format using Real
Audio player.

Examples of Effective Use of Multimedia Files
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offering transcripts in text alongside audio files allows screen
readers to access this information and users to read the tran-
scripts before investing the time necessary to access the audio
file. In some cases, offering different files based on the type of
connection (for example, 56k modem dial-up or cable modem)
helps users access files more efficiently. Consider the addition of
thumbnail images set alongside the multimedia file offering a
preview of the image visitors are going to access. 

Preparing Files

Multimedia takes lots of bandwidth. That said, compressing
the files with a limited amount of degradation is key. The chal-
lenge in publishing multimedia to the Web lies in preparing files
that are small enough to be accessible to the broadest possible
audience yet are of sufficient quality to be worth the effort.3

Files should be minimized as much as possible without com-
promising quality. Additionally, the average Web surfer has a
short attention span, and viewing lengthy video clips is often
counter to the clicking, skimming, and browsing most users
have become accustomed to. For this reason, most audio and
video clips should be kept to less than one minute in length.4

Libraries can choose from a wide variety of authoring and
playing software. Their purchase depends on a variety of fac-

tors, including budgets, hardware requirements, compatibility
with current systems, available memory, price of software
upgrades, and staff training. A tremendous amount of effort and
time is normally expended when gathering or creating content,
preparing files, and presenting them online. However, once the
files have been published, they may be enjoyed by an unlimited
number of viewers, and content can be made accessible where it
once did not exist or existed only in a limited fashion. The Web
provides us with a forum to provide information in new formats
and create new informational experiences.  n
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Paula Wilson is the Virtual Library Manager at
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tions at the e-mail above.

Authoring Software

Macromedia Authorware 
player: Macromedia Web Player
Macromedia, Inc.
1-800-470-7211
www.macromedia.com

Creates visual interactive tutorials and applications
for education

Macromedia Flash 
player: Macromedia Flash Player
Macromedia, Inc.
1-800-470-7211
www.macromedia.com

Creates interactive animated files

Real Audio 
player: Real Player
RealNetworks, Inc.
1-800-444-8011
www.real.com

Video and audio authoring software

QuickTime Pro 
player: QuickTime Player
Apple
(408) 996-1010
www.apple.com/quicktime

Video and audio authoring software

For more software listings, see www.download.com or
www.tucows.com.   

Glossary 

Plug-in: Software that can be added to a browser in
order to view or execute Web content that it is currently
not able to access.

Streaming technology: Technology that transfers media
to a browser and plays them in real time, not after the
whole file has been received by the browser.

Compression: The process of reducing the size of a file
before sending it over a transmission line. Lossy com-
pression schemes are used in applications where some
small loss of data can be tolerated; for example, when
the file that is compressed contains graphical images
that, when decompressed, are not discernibly different
from the original, uncompressed image. Lossy compres-
sion creates images with smaller file sizes and faster load-
ing times by removing colors and details from the image
that are barely recognized by the human eye.

Sources: Darrel Ince, A Dictionary of the Internet
(Oxford Univ. Pr., 2001); Oxford Reference Online
(Oxford Univ. Pr., accessed May 8, 2003).
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How to Google 
a Grant

Rochelle Hartman

Those who don’t have a dedicated development staff or an
abundant budget but do have loads of persistence and

patience can locate grant and award opportunities with a well-
crafted Google search (www.google.com) or by using the search
engine of their choice. I’ve been using the basic search option,
but advanced is fine, too. The essential element of your search
is the exact phrase public library (or libraries). Beyond that,
there are numerous keywords that can narrow your search. I
always add in the fiscal year for which I want the grant,
because you’ll find hundreds of old pages with outdated oppor-
tunities. Adding the year won’t guarantee eliminating false hits,
but should keep out a good chunk of them. 

Think about the type of grant you’re looking for and
include appropriate keywords, such as literacy, programming,
collection development, staff development, and arts. Make
sure you put phrases in quotes to narrow the search further,
and also play with the words to capture alternate phrasing (for
example, public programs, programming, adult program-
ming). Other terms that will narrow your search might include
assistance, deadline, application, grant, award, foundation,
partnership(s), and announcement. These are words com-
monly used in grant announcements. Consider adding your
state name as well, because many funding opportunities are
limited by state or geographic region. You might get slightly
different results and find new ideas by doing the same search
in Google News (www.news.google.com). Most search results
there will be award announcements, but those can be a great
source of inspiration. 

Googling a grant is not the most elegant or efficient
means of searching for funding, but it is certainly worth an
afternoon of experimentation for someone who doesn’t have
access to a reliable, current source of information about fund-
ing opportunities. 

Grant Funds and Awards Available

ALA and PLA Opportunities

November and December hold many deadlines for ALA awards
and grants for librarians, libraries, and library supporters.
Deadlines, criteria, and nominating forms can be found by
clicking on the “Awards and Scholarships” link on the ALA
main page (www.ala.org).

PLA has a December 1 deadline for its seven awards,
including the New Leaders Travel Grant, which awards a
plaque and up to $1,500 for attendance at major professional
development activities. For more information, follow the
“Awards” link from the PLA home page, www.pla.org. 

Honors

McKenzie Award Support Staff Honor

Joe McKenzie, director of the Salina (Kan.) Public Library, was
selected as the 2003 winner of Library Mosaics’s Outstanding
Supporter of Support Staff award. McKenzie, nominated by his
staff, was praised for encouraging them to form a staff group
and to negotiate with the library board for healthcare benefits
and other compensation. In addition, McKenzie was lauded for
his encouragement of and belief in members of the support staff
and ensuring budget monies for continuing education.

The award was announced in the May/June issue of
Library Mosaics, which featured McKenzie. McKenzie was also
recognized at the annual banquet of the Council on
Library/Media Technicians (COLT) in June 2003. The award is
cosponsored by COLT. More information about the award is
available at http://colt.ucr.edu/awards.html.

Lexington Public Library Given History Award

The Kentucky Historical Society has awarded a Kentucky
History Award of Merit to the Lexington (Ky.) Public Library
for the library’s Local History Index. The index is an ongoing
project of the reference department and covers key people,
places, and events in the library’s collection of local newspa-
pers.

The Historical Confederation of Kentucky and the
Kentucky Historical Society sponsor the Kentucky History
Awards. This year’s awards were presented on March 1, 2003,
at the Kentucky History Center in Frankfort. The database is
available at http://local.lexpublib.org/search.cfm.

Montgomery County (Tex.) Librarian Wins 
PEN First Amendment Award

PEN American Center named Jerilynn Adams Williams of the
Montgomery County Memorial Library System in Conroe,
Texas, as the recipient of this year’s prestigious PEN/Newman’s
Own First Amendment Award. Williams received the $25,000
prize, along with a limited-edition artwork, at PEN’s annual
gala on April 22, 2003, in New York City. Williams was rec-
ognized for battling an attempt to remove children’s sex educa-
tion books from the county library shelves. The books in
question—It’s Perfectly Normal: Changing Bodies, Growing
Up, Sex and Sexual Health, and It’s So Amazing—were
removed by a county judge who bypassed the library’s estab-
lished process for reviewing challenged materials. Williams per-
suaded the judge to allow a citizen committee to give the books

Opportunities, Awards, and Honors is an occasional column

featuring library and librarian achievements, grants,

bequests, and other funding announcements.
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a proper hearing. After three months of advocacy and commu-
nity education, the books were returned to the library’s shelves.

“Librarians like Jerilynn Williams are on the front lines of
censorship battles every day. Their commitment to intellectual
freedom is often the only thing standing between us and the
book-burners,” said award judge Pat Schroeder, president and
CEO of the Association of American Publishers.

PEN is an association of prominent literary writers and
editors who defend freedom of expression wherever it may be
threatened and promote and encourage the recognition and
reading of contemporary literature. More information about
the association and the award can be found at www.pen.org.

Grants Awarded and Bequests Received

Two Thompsons Responsible for 
$500K Gifts to Libraries

An unexpected gift to the Ames (Iowa) Public Library was
announced in February 2003. Verna Jane Thompson, who
worked as a secretary at the Ames Laboratory for twenty-two
years, left half of her estate, a gift worth $500,000, to the
library. Thomson’s gift came in the midst of the library’s one
hundreth anniversary celebration, “A Century of Stories.”
Thompson was born in 1915 in Brooklyn, New York, and
earned her undergraduate and graduate degrees in botany at

Iowa State University. She died at the age of eighty-seven in
January 2003. Her gift is one of three major bequests totaling
$829,000 received by the library in the past ten years. For more
information, visit www.ames.lib.ia.us.

Also receiving $500,000, to be used for expansion costs, is
the Moss Point City (Miss.) Library of the Jackson-George
Regional Library System. The library will be renamed the Ina
Thompson Moss Point Library, in honor of Ina Thompson,
whose estate formed a foundation at the time of her death more
than thirty years ago. This grant, believed to be the largest
foundation gift for a Mississippi city library, marks the closing
of the foundation. The total cost of renovating and expanding
a local bank building to create the library will be $1.4 million,
also funded in part by an LSTA grant and local sources.
Thompson was a Moss Point business woman who ran a cloth-
ing store. For more information, visit www.jgrl.lib.ms.us/
branches/mosspoint.html.  n
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The information provided in this column is
obtained from press releases from libraries,
award and funding agencies, in addition to elec-
tronic lists and blogs. Send announcements to the
contributing editor, Rochelle Hartman, 905 N.
Madison, Bloomington, IL 61701; rochellesala@
yahoo.com.

Tuesday afternoon I went to see my new orthodontist, the
Marquis de Sade of orthodontics. I say that because he gave me
this piece of headgear that looked like the business end of a
backhoe. And I had to wear this baby four hours a day. I could-
n’t talk while I was wearing this, so I sure as heck wasn’t going
to wear it to school. So that meant I would come home and put
on my headgear. I certainly wasn’t going to go out and meet
kids wearing this thing. But we didn’t live far from the library.
So, I went to the library, and through September, October, and
November I just read. And I read all of the stuff that any
twelve- or thirteen-year-old boy is going to read, pre–Stephen
King. I read William Peter Blatty’s The Exorcist, I read Thomas
Tryon’s Harvest Home, I read Jaws. 

But I also read a couple of books, two first-person novels,
that just stuck with me. Joyce Carol Oates’s Expensive People,
which has that haunting first sentence, “I was a child murderer.”
And then the first three pages unravel that sentence. Does it
mean I was a child who committed a murder, or an adult who
murdered children? And Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird. I
could not, as a twelve- or thirteen-year-old, have spoken with
any intelligence about why a novelist chooses the first or third
person, but it did click with me that there’s a real difference
between these novels and a third-person novel. This first-person
narrator is a character, too. And I started writing short stories in
the first person. Hideous, abominable. I had written short sto-
ries before this. In fact, my father still has some things that I
wrote when I was seven years old that are equally hideous for a
seven-year-old as these were for a young teenager.  n

Author’s Note: Unfortunately, our interview had to conclude at
this point. However, during his talk at PLA’s Spring Symposium
Author Luncheon, Bohjalian touched upon how public
libraries fostered his love of reading and writing, both as a child
and as an adult. His columns for the Burlington Free Press can
be read at www.burlingtonfreepress.com/Columnists/Chris/
newsindex.htm.

Brendan Dowling interviewed Chris Bohjalian at the PLA Spring
Symposium in Chicago on March 7, 2003. If you have any sugges-
tions of authors you would like to see featured in “By the Book,” or
if you are interested in volunteering to be an author-interviewer, con-
tact the contributing editors: Kathleen Hughes is Managing Editor of
Public Libraries, and Brendan Dowling is the Editorial Assistant.
Both can be reached at the Public Library Association, 50 E. Huron
St., Chicago, IL 60611; khughes@ala.org, bdowling@ala.org.

continued from page 293

BOOK TALK
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events. This file will serve as a handy ref-
erence when an upcoming story arises,
making the writer’s job easier.

Don’t make it a one-way connec-
tion. Ask for their media packet, which
usually outlines criteria for press release
submissions and a profile of the publica-
tion. Read the publication. This will give
you a better feel for press releases that
are accepted. Also, this practice will help
you choose the section or feature in
which you’d like your release published.

In addition, get to know reporters
and editors personally. Send holiday
greetings, good wishes, and thank-you
notes. Find out about their interests. Since
you’re a librarian, you may be able to
help them with their research. Remember
the old saying “one hand washes the
other.” Ask for feedback and solicit sug-
gestions—and then follow them!

To maintain a quality working rela-
tionship, follow the news source’s guide-
lines. These include deadlines (which
may be different for weekends, holidays,
etc.), submission preference (e-mail, fax,
postal service), and article criteria
(length, audience, style, spacing).
Address press releases to the proper con-
tact editor. If John Smith is the commu-
nity page editor, send the release directly
to John Smith, in care of the publication.
Your release has a better chance of not
being discarded if it gets into the right
hands quickly. Be dependable. If you reg-
ularly submit interesting news pieces, the
press will contact you for stories! Most
importantly, write a good press release.

Shaping Your Press Release

The key to writing an effective press
release, one that editors publish and read-
ers read, is to use the inverted pyramid
style. The inverted pyramid style puts the
most important information in the lead-
ing paragraphs and less significant details
in succeeding paragraphs. Since editors
cut from the bottom, using this style
ensures that vital details are not deleted.
In addition, people tend to skim articles,
so convey the essential information at the
start to be certain your message is read.
Using this format greatly simplifies the
process of writing press releases.

In the first paragraphs of a press
release, address the five Ws: Who?
What? When? Where? Why? Provide

F E A T U R E

Extra! Extra! Extra!
Read All about It!

Fundamentals of Good
Press Releases

Jane Kessler and Carol Anne Germain

Press releases provide a free venue for getting information

about library news and events to the public. Regularly

published releases put your library at the forefront of patrons’

minds. Good press releases can also energize members of the

community to support library activities with time, money, and

other resources. By developing positive partnerships with

editors and reporters, and following simple guidelines in the

preparation of press releases, librarians have better luck

getting pertinent news published.

Tired of writing press releases that never make it to black and white? Do you
feel your local news editor has something against the articles you submit? Do
you really want the local public to read about what’s going on in your
library? Maybe the problem is your press releases. A “let’s get published”

strategy for all media outlets includes writing a good press release, making a connec-
tion with the news source, and following publication guidelines.

Getting Connected

Get your press release published by establishing and maintaining a good rapport with
reporters and editors. “The existence of a personal relationship between the journal-
ist and the public relations practitioner is likely to provide a high level of placement,”
note Walters, Walters, and Starr.1 Start a positive working relationship by introducing
yourself and your library to the news contact. Since you want this to be a long-term
relationship, go out of your way to meet face-to-face. This could be as simple as
extending an invitation to share a coffee break or go out to lunch. In this exchange,
you will want to provide information about your library and find out important facts
about your contact’s publication.

Develop an informational folder for the news agency’s reference files. It should
contain contact information (including fax, e-mail, phone numbers, and an evening
contact), library background data and statistics, and details about regularly sponsored

Jane Kessler is a Reference Librarian and Carol Anne Germain is the Networked Resources
Education Librarian at the University Libraries, University at Albany, N.Y.; jkessler@uamail.
albany.edu, cgermain@uamail.albany.edu.
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answers to How? and So What? if space
allows. Place library phone numbers in
the initial paragraphs to guarantee read-
ers will have a contact for additional
information. All information should be
complete and accurate.

In the latter paragraphs, provide
descriptions and background about the
event or news item. For example, if your
library has received a grant to present a
children’s program on reptiles, provide
descriptions of reptiles, facts about the
handlers, and don’t forget to mention
the snake-shaped cookies. Highlight
hands-on components of the event to
encourage attendance.

Additional paragraphs may contain a
direct quote from key persons. Don’t use
quotes if they are banal and insipid. For
example, quotes such as “It’ll be a fun day
for the children” don’t normally work. Of
course it will be a fun day! Instead, a state-
ment from the reptile handler might work
better. An example may be “Surprisingly,
girls are not squeamish when touching the
snakes and lizards.”

Content

Write simply; make it readable.
Newspaper sentences average twenty-
two words, and the average word length
is one-and-a-half syllables.2 Don’t
drown readers with big words and com-
plicated ideas. Avoid abbreviations, jar-
gon, and acronyms. You want readers to
understand the content of your release.

Don’t be a passive writer. Use an
active voice. When writing with an active
voice, the subject of the sentence performs
the action; with passive voice, the subject
receives the action. For example:

Active: The editor accepted the
press release.

Passive: The press release was
accepted by the editor.

Journalists “write seventy-one active
voice sentences to every one passive
voice sentence. Readers with an
eleventh-grade education can read and
understand their copy. However, numer-
ous studies reported that readers must be
juniors in college to read and understand
most press releases.”3 For a list of active
verbs, see www.albany.edu/~cg219/
averbs.html.

Should Your Headlines Scream?

There is some disagreement in the litera-
ture about the use of interesting or catchy

headlines in press releases. Some writers
argue for a “just the facts” approach to
press release writing. Duncan states,

Obviously, their (sic) should be a
headline, but don’t get in a flap
about this and start gibbering about
it having to be “catchy” and
“punchy.” It need be nothing of the
sort: what it must do is give a clear
indication as to what the story is
about. Leave the puns and witti-
cisms to the sub-editors.4

Contrary to this point of view is
Sutton’s perspective on the need for
arresting headlines: “Good headlines
that are both informative and captivat-
ing are as rare as hen’s teeth. Make yours
the exception to the rule that seems to
say that headlines should be dull and
unreadable.”5

The headline should grab the
reader’s attention so that the release is
read. To write an effective headline,
make it short, use power words and
active verbs, and summarize the press
release. Make this the last step in writing
the press release. For the above example,
“Get Wrapped Up in Snakes!” would
draw an audience.

Copy Preparation

After writing a great release, don’t have
it passed over for publication because of

incorrect formatting. Editors are more
likely to print a properly prepared press
release, so always use standard press
release format. The key components of
standard press release format are:

n 8 ½" x 11" plain white paper
n minimum one-inch margins
n letterhead information at top of

paper
n labeled as a press release
n date submitted
n release date
n contact information
n headline centered and in bold type
n [city, state] followed by the body of

the release double spaced
n ### or END at end of release
n avoid bold, italics or CAPS
n limit the press release to one page 

If it’s impossible to limit the release to
one page, type “MORE” at the bottom
of the first page. On the second page,
retype the title and the date. Number the
pages 1 of 2, 2 of 2, etc.

Common Mistakes

With practice you’ll learn what your tar-
get publication wants in a press release
and you’ll be successful. The authors
surveyed twenty-five different news pub-
lications, large and small, nationwide, to
determine pet peeves and mistakes often

Helpful Tips

n Submit the release early (preferably a week).
n Get it in the editor’s hands midweek (they’re overloaded on Mondays).
n Identify “PRESS RELEASE” clearly.
n Label photo back with release title.
n Send electronic attachments only with permission.
n Editors and reporters are busy—don’t pester them.
n If a release is not published, follow-up with a quick call or e-mail and

solicit ideas for improvement.
n Make sure cited Web pages are still available.
n Know the material you’re promoting and an appropriate contact for fol-

low-up information.
n Develop a media list (with pertinent information).
n Find out about institution and campus press-release policies.
n Be available for interviews (positive or negative news).
n Make sure essential people read the release before it is sent out.
n Don’t send duplicate press releases.
n Better no quotes than bad quotes.
n Double-check facts.
n Have colleagues proof once, twice, three times.
n Don’t expect all “news” to be published for free; buy advertisement space

when necessary.
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made in press releases. Editors identified
the most common error as length. They
noted lengthy releases often wind up in
the wastebasket and stated that if the
editor tires of the text, certainly their
readers will, too. Poorly written articles
are also a regular problem; many
releases contain poor sentence structure,

misspellings, and grammatical errors.
The editors also discouraged opiniona-
tive pieces, late entries, and handwritten
articles. Overuse of superlatives in a
release is annoying, since the editor
already knows that your story is super-
excellent. Other problems included little
or no contact information, omitting

important details—such as event costs,
dates, locations, and times—and incor-
rect facts. This latter difficulty is not
only time-consuming for writers and edi-
tors, since they have to double-check
material, but embarrassing if mistakes
are published because the publication
receives the blame.

Where to Publish?

What you wish to publicize influences
where you publish. Should you submit
the release to a publication with a small,
medium, or large circulation? To get an
audience for an event, you’ll want a
local venue, so use the area newspaper.
Don’t stray too far from your commu-
nity unless your event is big: other com-
munities will publish “their” news first.
For bigger stories, such as grants and
building projects, submit the release to a
state or national publication, such as
American Libraries or Public Libraries.
News in national and state publications
can be re-reported and highlighted in
local newspapers. Gale Directory of
Publications and Broadcast Media pro-
vides lists of news publications by state,
subject, and media type. Contact infor-
mation and circulation figures are
included.

Getting your press release published
is not a matter of luck. By developing a
relationship with news sources, writing a
good press release, and avoiding com-
mon mistakes, you’ll get your release
released!  n
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talk about branch closings, remember
that the closing of a branch often means
the end of direct library service in a
neighborhood, a community, or even a
town. In 2001 the Enoch Pratt Library in
Baltimore closed five of its twenty-six
branches due to budget cuts.5 This
occurred just four years after the library
closed two other neighborhood
branches.6 There were eight branch clo-
sures in Multnomah County, Oregon, in
1997, which accounted for more than
half of the branches in the largest public
library system in Oregon.7 Six branches
in Orange County, California, closed in
1995; five of eight branches in the
Woodbridge Public Library System in
New Jersey closed in 1994; and forty-
three out of eighty-seven branches in the
County of Los Angeles closed in 1993.8

The list goes on. I give you a smat-
tering from a quick check of library
headlines over the past ten years. More
ominous is the number of reports that
libraries are planning to close, that a
last-ditch effort is being made to save
them, and then silence. In many cases it
is difficult or impossible to find any cur-
rent reference to the threatened library.
It would make an interesting, if some-
what gruesome, study for someone to
track down each occurrence and see how
many of these libraries did not survive.
In December 2001 Washington governor
Gary Locke proposed closing the
Washington State Library as part of his
budget revisions. The state library, he
reasoned, “is not central to the mission
of government.”9

Flat Circulation

How can public libraries be closing in
the face of rising library use? The truth is
that public library use, nationally, is not
rising. We see headlines occasionally
touting increased circulation, but look at
the numbers. A Library Journal survey
showed that “circulation . . . dipped in
1999 and barely rose in 2000, [it] has
leapt a robust 2.9 percent in 2001.”10 If
circulation is falling one year, staying
even the next, and rising the next, and all
changes are less than 3 percent, we are
talking about flat circulation. The
University of Illinois Library Research
Center survey of public library circula-
tion and funding has been collecting
data from a representative sample of

The Fragile Future of
Public Libraries 

Michael Sullivan

We should all be aware of the forces that threaten the

existence of many public libraries in the near future. This

article looks at the threats posed by the Internet, the rise of

bookstores, and the librarian shortage and suggests

approaches to neutralize those dangers.

Many people—both inside the library world and those looking in—are
quick to assure us that the public library will always be there, while oth-
ers are just as quick to sound its death knell. Those who see the gloomy
future point to a number of fatal factors, as if the public library’s future

could be played out as a grand-scale game of “Clue.” What will do in the library? Will
it be the Internet in cyberspace? Bookstores in the retail world? Or the librarian short-
age in, well, the library? Each threat needs to be examined more closely to see if it
offers clues to strengthening the public library, rather than just a reason for despair.
More importantly, we need to look internally, at what we do and how we do it, to see
if the real threat to our existence comes from within.

Closing Public Libraries

In her 1992 book Saving Your Library, Sally Reed wrote that “we watch each year as
the use of our libraries increases and we know that in all likelihood, libraries will never
disappear.”1 Is that assumption valid? Librarians claim that libraries will never go
away; technological futurists claim that libraries are doomed to go the way of the
buggy whip. It seems to me that Reed has taken a somewhat conditional approach,
and if her formula holds and library use declines, then the public library as an insti-
tution may be in danger.

We are all aware of setbacks, of budget cuts, shortened hours, services slashed,
but surely not the actual closure of public libraries? Actually, we need to face the
worst. Public libraries can close. They have been closing, and everyone who loves their
own public library must be aware of the possibility that their library may not have a
future. Prominent thinkers in the library world are talking about a future without pub-
lic libraries.

According to the National Center for Education Statistics, the number of public
library locations (branches and central libraries combined) fell in 1993, just a year
after Sally Reed predicted that libraries would never go away. The number of central
libraries alone fell in 1996.2 Those are losses in excess of new library openings.

The Corning Area Public Library in New York closed its doors in November of
1999 after a proposed tax hike was voted down.3 Jefferson Parish, Louisiana, closed
one branch in 1997, and another was only kept open when a bookkeeping error
placed more than a $100,000 surplus in a councilman’s discretionary fund.4 When we
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public libraries since 1980. In the year
2000 the median circulation had fallen
for four of the previous seven years.
Circulation, according to this study, has
remained relatively flat over much of the
last decade. Flat circulation translates
into falling impact. Remember, there are
more people in this country every year.
Circulation may be nearly constant, but
circulation per capita is not. The
University of Illinois study showed that
per-capita circulation in 2000 was lower
than for any of the previous five years.11

When did this decline begin? In
1992 per-capita circulation nationally
was 6.8 items. That was the peak of a
more or less steady rise over twelve
years. It would not be that high again.
After some up and down years, per-
capita circulation in 2000 was just 5.4
items, a drop of more than 20 percent in
eight years.12 If that rate continues, we
will be sitting here in 2008 facing a per-
capita circulation of 4.3 items. Actually,
if that is the case, a lot of us will not be
sitting here in 2008. My home state of
New Hampshire is faring not much bet-
ter. In 1993 statewide per-capita circula-
tion was 8.0, in 1995 it was 7.6, in 1998
it was 7.4, and in 1999 it was 7.2. That
is a 10 percent drop in six years.13

Challenges to Public Libraries

Circulation falling, libraries closing, fund-
ing cuts—this is frightening stuff. But
these are symptoms, signs of underlying
distress. If we can identify the root causes,
we can address them and roll back the
effects as well. So with open minds, and
an eye to a better future, let us look at
three of the challenges that threaten the
public library in today’s world.

The Internet

When people talk about the challenges
to the public library today, the one thing
that dominates the conversation is the
Internet. The argument goes that people
can, or at least think they can, log on
any time of day or night and get access
to more information than can be stored
in all the libraries in the world com-
bined. They get the information quickly
by letting a machine index everything
and show them exactly what they need.
The Internet is thus the death knell of the
public library. Books are too slow and
libraries are not open enough.

Why is the Internet such a threat to
libraries? There is an old saying among

debaters that “he who defines the scope
of an argument always wins.” When a
reporter asked Cleveland’s library direc-
tor why Cleveland was spending $90
million on a new library complex when
everyone would soon get all their infor-
mation electronically, he replied with
two words: equity and access.14 The
reporter defined libraries as exclusively
information providers, and the librarian
let himself be boxed in by that defini-
tion. There are two problems with such
a view: libraries are not predominantly
information centers, and, if we are, then
the Internet truly is a threat.

When people go to the Internet for
basic information, the library world
shakes in fear. A survey by Search Engine
Watch showed that the seven top search
engines on the Web field about 300 mil-
lion requests for information a day,
roughly the same number of requests for
information that all public and univer-
sity reference librarians field in an entire
year. You can argue quality versus quan-
tity, skewed statistics, or differing defini-
tions of what a reference question is, but
those numbers mean people are going to
the Web for information more than they
are going to the library. An NPD New
Media survey in 2000 showed that of the
33,000 respondents, 81 percent said
they find what they are looking for using
search engines “all of the time” or “most
of the time.”15

More and more people opt for
online information and are satisfied by
what they find. Given the assumption
that libraries are predominantly infor-
mation centers, that means libraries are
forced to make an argument that the
Internet really isn’t the best source for
information. In effect, the library world
tells more and more of our potential cus-
tomers they are wrong. That is unlikely
to endear us to the public.

Libraries claim that the information
on the Net is not authoritative and is
overwhelmingly commercial; the real
good research is hard to find. The public
needs librarians to find the real informa-
tion, and libraries need their well-built
reference collection to do it. Meanwhile
the public is telling us, by their actions,
that by and large the information they
get on the Internet is authoritative
enough, and easy enough to find. Where
is the disconnect? In part, libraries
greatly misjudge what the public wants
in information service. The majority of
people who look to libraries for infor-
mation want very simple things; the
Internet is just making this brutally clear.

When you are looking for the list price
of a car, the start time for your favorite
movie, or directions to the mall, infor-
mation readily available on the Internet
is exactly what you want.

The current debate reduces the pub-
lic library role to nothing more than an
information center, the public library as
“the People’s University,” a place where
inquiring minds go to research topics
that inspire them—where mill girls go to
learn French history, where the sons of
coal miners go on Sunday afternoons off
to learn all they need to know to some-
day become president of the United
States, and where the cable car conductor
reads law and becomes a judge at last.
Do those examples seem a little out of
date? So is the idea behind them. Our
world has become more complex, and
rather than enhancing the library’s role as
the educator of the common man, it has
made the library ill prepared for the role.
We have twelve years of mandatory edu-
cation, and except for a few bizarre and
extra-legal cases we do not have unedu-
cated ten-year-olds working in the mines.
Our lawyers come from law schools now,
and mill girls who want to learn French
history go to community college.

Public libraries place inordinate
importance on reference, and they conse-
quently invest more resources than they
should in this one area. Think about the
money that goes into the reference collec-
tion, where individual titles can cost
thousands of dollars. Think about where
the reference collection is housed, often
with the most comfortable seating, in the
highest traffic area in the library, and with
the most accessible shelving. In larger
libraries the reference section comes with
its own public service desk and its own
librarians, and reference librarians are
more likely to need a master’s degree,
making them more expensive. Public
libraries see reference as a huge part of
what they do. No wonder librarians get
nervous about the Internet.

The problem is that the public does
not agree. Most of our customers do not
come in for research. They want a book
to read, or they are bringing in their two-
year-olds for story hour. Michael
Gorman and Walt Crawford talk about
adding reference transactions and pro-
gram attendance to circulation in order
to get a true picture of library service and
highlight the importance of reference in
relation to circulation. But their numbers
show users of robust public libraries
check out ten books and ask only two
reference questions per person per year.
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They conclude “the truth is that libraries
have never been the sole, or even the pri-
mary, source of information for the
majority of people.”16 The Internet is not
going to run us out of business; our own
unrealistic view of how much informa-
tion service, and what kinds of informa-
tion service, our customers want is much
more likely to be our downfall.

So why this insistence on reference
over and above public demand?
Increasingly, librarians are being required
to have the MLS degree. That means get-
ting our training in a university, where
reference is paramount; that’s what uni-
versity libraries do. It is only natural that
this training produces librarians who are
devoted to information service.
Reference is also a challenging and diffi-
cult role, and librarians tend to enjoy it
more than other types of work. Because
it is so challenging, many librarians feel
that it is our reference services that will
gain the public’s respect. That respect
translates into the internal library world
as well. Many librarians see reference as
the surest path to advancement in the
field. Put trained reference librarians in
influential roles, and they will naturally
see reference as being a top priority, and
as a consequence, so will everybody else
. . . except the public.

We put too many resources into
building a reference collection and giving
reference service that is not a high priority
for most of our customers. In doing so, we
are forced to denigrate the Internet as a
competitor we must defeat. We then lose
the opportunities that the Internet pres-
ents to move our libraries forward. If the
Internet serves many people’s needs, then
it should free up our time, space, and
materials budget to do the things our cus-
tomers really want us to do. Too often,
even the libraries that accept and embrace
the Internet cannot get out of the mindset
that we exist to do research. They set up
Internet computers and spend huge
amounts of time and energy making and
promoting “gateways” to the best infor-
mation on the Web, usually research sites.
By and large, people do not want to use an
online analysis of the Dead Sea Scrolls,
they want to learn how to get to a search
engine. It is not the information they want
from us, it is the service. That should
hearten us; service is what we should do
best.

Bookstores

Public libraries may be experiencing flat
circulation and falling impact on a per-

capita basis, but bookstores are boom-
ing. A quick check of headlines from
Publishers Weekly shows a near giddi-
ness. Remember that Library Journal
reported a “robust leap” of 2.9 percent
in public library circulation in 2001.
Publishers Weekly touts monthly sales
increases of 20 to 30 percent through
much of 2000–2002. Barnes and Noble
posted $1.82 billion in sales in the three
months ending January of 2002, up
from $1.61 billion in the same quarter a
year before. When asked for an explana-
tion of the jump, a spokesman for the
company was quoted as saying that he
“attributed the profits growth to a resur-
gence in the popularity of books.”17

Books? If it is just the popularity of
books then why do their numbers look
so different from ours?

The big chains are driving the suc-
cess of bookstores. According to Rose
Norman, “Bookstore chains now sell
over fifty percent of all retail books in
the United States, and the number of
independent bookstores is down from
around 5,400 in the early 1990s to
around 3,200 in 2000.”18 Claims that
the library has a special place in the com-
munity, making it immune to such crass
commercial threats as the Internet or
bookstores, sound hauntingly like past
claims by desperate independent book-
store owners that the “indy” would
never succumb to the soulless chains.

Bookstores have been quick to
change their roles, adopting many of
ours. Look inside some chains and you
will find story hours, book clubs, reserve
lists, reader’s advisory services, and
more. They pour their resources into get-
ting people through the door so that
people will buy a book. Of course they
will have the books people want sitting
right there, otherwise their programming
and outreach efforts would be wasted.

Meanwhile, many libraries reject the
idea of catering to popular demands.
They go through a long and orderly
process of choosing the books and other
items that will go on their shelves. They
read reviews and have committee meet-
ings, build diverse collections, balance
nonfiction and fiction, popular reading
materials with “quality” reading. They
make sure that the library has materials
from all sides of important issues, and
they make sure that the library will have
all the important books to store away
for future generations. These concepts
come from very standard statements in
collection development policies, but
what are the costs?

Does your library have enough
money in the book budget to buy what
you want? If not, consider the resources
that went into choosing what books you
buy. Think of the staff time and the cost
of the selections tools. Think of the time
used to come to decisions, the selection
committee meetings and circulation of
lists. The process often means that the
books you do order are not on your
shelves when they are already in book-
store window displays. When someone
asks for the book the whole country is
reading, does your library make him or
her wait two months? Do you have too
few copies because you had to buy a
book some reviewer said never really got
the recognition it deserved? Is this why
library use is stagnant or falling and the
bookstore business is booming? If so, we
can take heart, because we have a model
for how to turn things around. 

The Librarian Shortage

A study based on the 1990 census
showed that more than 80 percent of
librarians with master’s degrees would
be 65 or older and presumably retired or
retiring by the year 2020; some 60 per-
cent would reach that magic age
between 2005 and 2019.19 Assuming
that a librarian’s career has a potential of
forty years (from ages 25 to 65), if 60
percent of librarians are grouped in one
fifteen-year age span, then those librari-
ans are grouped 2.5 times more thickly
than the librarians in the other age
groups. When they retire, there is going
to be a problem. That problem begins
with the baby boom. In 2005, when the
first of that group retires, those born at
the start of the boom in 1945 will be 60
years old; in 2020 when the last retires,
those born in 1955 will be 65 years old.
The baby boom librarians will retire en
mass, and a huge wake is following the
boom—a baby bust. But why are there
so few librarians stepping up to take the
place of the boomers?

Between 1978 and 1993, fifteen
library and information science schools
in America closed their doors; one quar-
ter of the schools that existed in 1978
closed their doors during this fifteen-
year period.20 Why? In 1978 those 1955,
last-of-the-boomer babies were twenty-
three-years-old and largely out of gradu-
ate school. The boom dried up, leaving
fewer students, and library schools went
belly up. Now some say that library
schools are on the rebound. They are
larger, and they are pumping out more
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graduates. But in the wake of all those
closings, library educators discovered
that their programs were too small to
survive in the modern university. Small
schools in large universities lack clout
and recognition and are comparatively
expensive to run. So library schools
made themselves bigger by merging with
other departments and expanding their
focus beyond the library to information
management and computer network
administration.21 This made the schools
stronger, broadened the experience of
library school students, and gave future
librarians a stable place to study, but it
did not increase the number of available
librarians. Library schools are awarding
more degrees these days, but the gradu-
ates are being trained for other jobs, and
many are going into other fields.

Will Manly laid out the problem
this way: “Would you want to spend
thousands of dollars to send your highly
intelligent son or daughter to library
graduate school? Be honest. You know
you’d be just as well off investing your
money in Enron or Kmart. For students
interested in information science, com-
puter engineering is the way to go.”23

Low salaries discourage people from get-
ting into the field, which increases
demand, which eventually will raise
salaries. Unfortunately, salaries will
grow beyond libraries’ ability to pay

long before they will rival the pay of
other fields that require the same kind of
education and expertise, unless we can
change the views of those people who
pay librarian’s salaries—the public. If we
fail to address the gap between what the
public wants and what libraries think
they should provide, we will never get
the funding to address the librarian
shortage. Fortunately, we have some his-
tory to fall back on.

Finding New Roles

When discussions of these challenges
occur, the question often asked is
whether we need to reexamine the role
of the public library—as if changing
roles were a new and dramatic course of
action. Before being information centers,
we were the people’s university, filler for
the huge fissure between the limits of the
educational system and the needs of the
public, assimilators of huge immigrant
populations. Earlier still, the public
library was an uplifting charity, a burden
of privilege born by well-heeled ladies of
the upper class for the benefit of the
working poor who had just been dis-
lodged from the soil and pressed into
industrial service.

Vestiges of these roles remain, but it
is folly to freeze the library’s role at some

arbitrary point in time. The idea of chil-
dren being welcomed into the library
would have been offensive to the pristine
society dames who first opened public
libraries as classical reading rooms for
the edification of the workingman.
Paperback novels? For children, no less?
It would have seemed the end of public
libraries for sure in 1950. When libraries
became the people’s university, it was
what the public of that day needed.
When libraries were moral bedrock in a
society of shifting population, it was a
new response to an entirely new situa-
tion. When the public library became the
defender of liberalism and access, it was
at a time when new ideas faced a short-
age of conduits for communication.
Calling these roles traditional is ahistor-
ical; following them may make us his-
tory. It is time to serve the needs of our
people, today, whatever they are.

A Model for the Future

If people so easily transfer their informa-
tion needs to a computer and their needs
for reading material and reading-related
activities to a bookstore chain, then what
are they losing in the bargain? The
answer is community, a sense of place or
belonging. In a good public library, peo-
ple’s reading helps to build a collection
because their demands power book-buy-
ing decisions, and the circulation they
produce is used to determine what stays
on the shelves and what goes. People
come to programs and rub elbows with
those who live in the same community;
they carry the experiences with them
back into the community. One experi-
ence feeds another. Like a comfortable
chair, a good public library molds itself
around a community, taking from the
community its shape and form and giving
to the community the support it needs
where the community needs it. No book-
store, especially a chain, can do that.

Why would anyone pay their taxes
to support a public library and then go
to a bookstore and pay again for the
same services? Will the people them-
selves see the inconsistency and make a
decision between the two expenses and
decide that it is the library that is dis-
pensable? Libraries do not have to limp
along with steadily decreasing impact,
buffeted by bookstores and the Internet,
and starved for talent. There are alterna-
tives, other methods and approaches.
The one thing these options have in com-
mon is a redefinition of the role of pub-

How Bad Are Library Salaries? 

In 2000 in New Hampshire:

n Computer software engineers made $35,000 more than librarians.
n Electrical engineers out-earned librarians by 90 percent.
n Physician assistants made more than $30,000 more.
n Computer hardware engineers’ salaries were 75 percent higher.
n Computer system analysts, 70 percent.
n Database administrators earned more than 40 percent more than librari-

ans.
n So did technical writers and dental hygienists.
n Computer programmers’ salaries were 30 percent higher.
n So were telecommunication equipment installers’.
n Power line repairers made 20 percent more.
n Insurance agents, loan officers, and brick masons made 10 percent more.
n School teachers, school councilors, clergy members, dieticians, paralegals,

and earth drillers all out-earned librarians.
n So did plumbers, postal clerks, home appliance repairmen, embalmers, and

door-to-door salesmen.

Source: 2000 New Hampshire Occupational Employment and Wages, Based
on Fourth Quarter 2000 Surveys by the Occupational Employment Statistics
Program (Concord, N.H.: New Hampshire Employment Security, Jan. 2002):
1–18.
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lic libraries, not in terms of specific tasks
or traditional methods, but in terms of
service. 

Do not see the Internet as the enemy
or the savior of your reference program.
The Internet is a resource your cus-
tomers want, so make it available and
assist in its use. Do not assume that peo-
ple will want it for research and pour
your own scant resources into using it
that way; most people just want to check
their e-mail. Reference is not primarily
what people want from us. When they
do want reference help, it is usually guid-
ance, not in-depth research that they are
seeking. Put your resources where they
are needed, not where tradition tells you
they belong.

Do not ignore the bookstores. They
are faring better these days because they
are becoming more responsive. We are
telling people what they should read, and
bookstores are asking people what they
want to read. They have ten copies of a
book on the shelf when someone asks for
it; we have ten people waiting for one
book. We can never beat their availabil-
ity, but we can close the gap and hope
people will make a price-point decision,
since no bookstore can hope to match
our prices. How do you better the avail-
ability of wanted items? Ask your cus-
tomers what they want, early and often,
and actually give it to them. Publicize
titles months before they are published
and ask people to choose what they want
to read. Resist the urge to buy books
based on a reviewer’s recommendation;
they are just individual people, and they
probably do not use your library anyway.
If you take one person’s word, make it
someone who checks out books and pays
taxes in your community.

Keep reserve lists short by ordering
extra copies of popular books as soon as
it is clear they will be popular. You can
pay for it by spending less on reference
books and services and by not spending
huge amounts of staff time choosing
books. Where do you shelve all those
extra copies? You do not have to; that is
the point. Buy the books that people
want to read and they will store them for
you on their bed stands. 

Develop staff from within. Libraries
tend to put their lowest-level people in
the positions of greatest customer con-
tact. If you are developing a more cus-
tomer-centered library, those people
know what the customers want. Give
them more responsibility for deciding
what books to buy, how to manage
Internet resources, what programming

you will offer, and anything else that is
important to your library’s future.
Encourage them to go to library school
and help defray the cost. You may find it
is cheaper than competing for talent in a
time of shortage. Still, do not get too
hung up on library degrees. Remember,
the object is not to have the degree, it is
to serve people’s needs. Mortgaging the
rest of your system just to get someone

with the degree does not make sense. If
that person is the best person to serve
your customers, use them, degree or no.
The librarian shortage threatens libraries,
but it does not have to threaten yours. 

People have many choices these days
when it comes to getting information and
reading materials. If we are suppliers of
these things, the Internet and bookstores
will bury us in less than a generation.
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People can get their reading materials at
a bookstore and their information from
a computer, and both can be delivered to
their homes. What they need from us is
to get their information and their read-
ing in some sort of shared context.
Everyone chips in, not just thirty tax dol-
lars, but their reading lists, their inter-
ests, and their questions as well. They
filter this through a staff of people
whose experience constitutes a gathering
place for the needs of many. And what
do you call people who live together and
read together? A community. 

Conclusion

It seems to me that the greatest danger
to the public library is not the prolifera-
tion of the Internet, the librarian short-
age, the growth of bookstores, or for
that matter Internet filtering laws,
latchkey children, or any of the thou-
sand other specters that loom in the
night. The greatest challenge at the
dawn of the twenty-first century is one
that comes from within, one that barely
anybody seems to realize exists. The
challenge is our own inertia, our own
inability to change rapidly. Call it “fun-
damentalist librarianship.”
Fundamentalism occurs when a fluid,
organic system of beliefs, the result of
long evolution, usually in the oral tradi-
tion, is suddenly frozen in time, and that
snapshot of history is given imprimatur
as the one, true version. Such a view is
antihistorical, nonprogressive, and usu-
ally discriminatory. For libraries, funda-
mentalism is the belief in a single,
unified vision of libraries, a substantial
core, not just of values, but of priorities
and methods, that apply to all libraries
regardless of their type, regardless of
time. It is this dogged holding on that
puts us in the tenuous position in which
we find ourselves today. We can change
our fate by seeking new roles in
response to the people’s needs. Will
Manly recently wrote that “if libraries
are to serve any purpose in the coming
decades”—and notice the if—“they will
be gathering places for people who need
people.”23 Amen.  n
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McQueen, however, knew of the exis-
tence of a rotary wheel at the Milwaukee
Public Library (MPL) where she had
worked. Staff members there told her
that the wheel had been installed in 1965
and had been in use since then. The staff
believed that their device was unique,
and they were not aware of the existence
of any others. This mutual lack of
awareness points to an interesting gap in
communication among providers of ref-
erence services. MPL was the first but
believed they were the only, while EPFL
knew they were not the only but thought
they were the first.

Literature Review

A library and information science litera-
ture review turned up scant information
on rotary wheels. Several electronic
searches were conducted, beginning with
Library Literature and Library and
Information Science Abstracts. Elec-
tronic versions of these databases were
supplemented by consulting the printed
volumes, going back to 1940. A DIA-
LOG search was also conducted, making
use of INFOSCI as a OneSearch cate-
gory. In addition to using controlled
vocabulary, such as “Telephone based
information services,” the following
were tried: wheel, rotary, rotary wheel,
carousel, and the variant spelling, car-
rousel. Only one article was located. The
article, from North Carolina Libraries,
contained three sentences of text and a
list of the volumes found on the rotary
wheel at the Public Library of Charlotte
and Mecklenburg County.2 The search
was subsequently broadened to include
articles on telephone reference service.
Two articles were found that contained
mention of rotary wheels, one from
1981 published in RQ and one from
1995 published in Reference Services
Review.3 Both articles describe the
rotary wheel in use at the Enoch Pratt
Free Library of Baltimore. Neither arti-
cle contained evaluative research on
rotary wheels, though the RQ article
referred to the rotary wheel as an
“extremely useful device.”  

There has been some (though sur-
prisingly little) systematic comparison of
modalities for answering reference ques-
tions, such as choice of information for-
mat, optimal ways of organizing a

What Goes Around
Telephone Reference 

Rotary Wheels 

Sharon McQueen and Douglas L. Zweizig

Whether they are referred to as rotary wheels, information

carousels, or lazy susans, mechanical reference book devices

are believed to be extraordinarily useful in many public library

telephone reference settings. The rotary wheel has been

thought to provide both speed in the retrieval of reference

sources and efficiency in the reshelving process, yet no

empirical research previously existed to explore these beliefs

even though these devices have been in continual use for

almost forty years. In this digital age, why do libraries continue

to use rotary wheels, and should telephone reference

management even consider a rotary wheel installation? This

study of two cases explored those questions.

Rotary wheels or information carousels are used to house and make readily
available library materials much in the way that a lazy susan functions in the
center of a dining room table. Materials housed can include library reference
sources, merchandise catalogs, pamphlets, and other materials intensively

used by multiple staff members. These materials revolve on a horizontal plane, on a
unit with multiple shelves. The shelves, or tiers, may revolve independently of each
other and may be spun manually or electrically. These devices are believed to be
extraordinarily useful in many library telephone reference settings. Both practitioners
and observers report that the rotary wheel possesses both speed in the retrieval of ref-
erence sources and efficiency in the reshelving process.1 However, these reports were
found in discussions of telephone reference service and were not based on systematic
investigation.

In order to test these reports empirically, McQueen began in 1998 to investigate
the use of telephone reference rotary wheels in public library settings. The sparse lit-
erature on the subject focused on the rotary wheel of the Enoch Pratt Free Library
(EPFL) of Baltimore that had been installed in 1968. Staff members there knew of no
earlier installations and believed it possible that their wheel was the first in the United
States. While they were aware of wheels in other libraries that had been modeled on
theirs, they were aware of only a few that were not descendents of their own.
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reference collection, relative efficiency of
different staffing patterns, and designs
for physical space. The scant literature
that surfaces, related to this investiga-
tion, deals with information format; in
particular, investigators have conducted
tests of question-answering using print
and electronic resources. Two studies
were found that compared the efficiency
and accuracy of print versus electronic
commercial databases. In 1990 Havener
published the results of a study in which
sixty-one librarians, all working in doc-
torate-granting academic institutions,
searched for answers to the same set of
twelve social science reference ques-
tions.4 In 1995 Horner and Michaud-
Oystryk published the results of a study
modeled on the Havener study.5 Again, a
set of twelve social science reference
questions was completed by thirty-seven
academic librarians. Though the second
study did not entirely replicate the first,
the methods were similar enough that
the results may be reported together.

In both cases, bibliographic ques-
tions were more efficiently answered
online. As the complexity of the ques-
tions increased, the differential became
more marked. Also in both cases, fac-
tual questions were answered with more
efficiency using print sources. Neither
study found a significant difference in
accuracy.

In 1999 Janes and McClure pub-
lished the results of an exploratory
study in which twenty participants
searched for the answers to twelve fac-
tual reference questions.6 The partici-
pants included both librarians and
library students. The study focused on
the use of the Web as a reference tool:
the success of the Web searches was
compared with that of all other refer-
ences sources. These non-Web sources
included “any resources other than
those freely available on the Web
(including print, CD-ROM, etc.).” The
study failed to find a significant differ-
ence in either efficiency or accuracy,
noting however that Web and non-Web
resources may each have advantages for
different types of questions.

When all three studies are consid-
ered, some suggestive patterns emerge.
However, the performance of the for-
mats was not sufficiently different and
therefore cannot support clear recom-
mendations for the use of one source
type over another.

The studies comparing print and
online modes seem to envision reference
librarians as working in one of two dif-

ferent environments, one group sitting at
terminals while the other is accessing
information from a conventionally
shelved reference collection. However, in
real library settings staff members work
in a combination of modes, making use
of both electronic and print as needed. In
addition, in a number of public libraries
another environment is found, one in
which a carefully selected print reference
collection is made accessible, on rotating
shelves, to multiple staff members simul-
taneously. Absent from investigations of
reference services has been any consider-
ation of a reference device used in well
over a dozen public libraries across the
United States: the reference wheel or
carousel. (See appendix for a listing of
North American public libraries using
rotary wheels identified during the
course of this research.)

Method

The study reported here involved case
studies of two libraries and employed
staff surveys and key informant inter-
views. Two sets of questionnaires were
designed and distributed at two sites:
MPL and EPFL, the two libraries known
by McQueen in 1998 to employ rotary
wheels. Department-head questionnaires
gathered data specific to the department
and to the wheel itself. Staff question-

naires were distributed to library staff
members who worked the rotary wheel
regularly (MPL, n = 14; EPFL, n = 13).

Figure 2. Joan Wolk is pictured with the five-

tier telephone reference rotary wheel at the

Enoch Pratt Free Library State Library

Resource Center in Baltimore, Maryland. The

wheel is operated manually with independ-

ently revolving shelves.

Figure 1. Sandra Byrnes is pictured with the two-tier telephone reference rotary wheel at the

Milwaukee (Wisc.) Public Library. The wheel is operated electrically with independently revolving

shelves.
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The staff survey contained two multiple
choice, four “yes or no,” and three
short-answer questions with space for
open-ended comments. If the depart-
ment head worked the wheel, she was
also asked to complete the staff survey.
In 2001 follow-up interviews were con-
ducted with the current department
heads by e-mail and by telephone. 

Findings

Department Head Survey

Department heads were given a separate
survey to obtain factual information
about the wheel. Following is informa-
tion on physical description, installation,
staffing, and operation.

Physical description: The MPL
rotary wheel is 26.5" high (from counter
to top), 84" in diameter, with two tiers
holding approximately 200 volumes.
The wheel is surrounded by four work-
stations, each with Internet-access com-
puters. The EPFL rotary wheel is 74"
high, 86" in diameter, with five tiers
holding approximately 700 volumes.
The wheel has six workstations, two of
which have Internet-access computers.
Both libraries have extensive ancillary
materials in the vicinity of the wheel,
such as clipping files, locally generated
files, bulletin boards, notebooks, and
less immediately needed reference books.

Installation: Both wheels were
designed by staff librarians (Peter
McCormick, MPL; Emily Reed, EPFL)
but appear, coincidentally, to have been
constructed by the same manufacturer.
The MPL wheel was built by Acme
Visible in 1965 and the EPFL wheel was
constructed by Acme Visible Records in
1968. Since their initial installations, the
devices have each weathered two loca-
tion moves without incident. 

Staffing: There were approximately
60 librarians on staff at MPL, 44 of
whom were trained to work the wheel
(though not all did so regularly). MPL
staffed the wheel with 3 librarians on
average. There were 72 librarians on staff
at EPFL, 15 of whom were trained to
work the wheel. EPFL staffed their wheel
with 3 to 5 librarians at any given time.
Both libraries made use of professional
staff with master’s degrees from ALA-
accredited programs as well as parapro-
fessionals or library service assistants.

Operation: In general, MPL’s hours
of telephone reference service operation
matched those of its general library
hours, with service ending five minutes

before library closing. EPFL’s telephone
reference service was identical to their
general library hours of operation.
Neither library had a maximum number
of questions that may be asked, though
both libraries attempt to limit the time
spent on each call to five minutes.

Staff Survey

The 1998 staff survey obtained a 74%
response rate from the MPL staff and an
87% response rate from the EPFL staff.
Respondents appeared to have experi-
ence sufficient to evaluate the function-
ing of the wheel: overall, the staff
respondents had an average of 12 years
of experience working at the wheel (10
years, MPL; 14, EPFL).7

The two libraries differed somewhat
in management practice for assignment
to the wheel. At MPL, staff members
averaged 3 days per week, 2.5 hours per
day. At EPFL, staff members averaged 5
days per week, 3.5 hours per day.

Both libraries had policies limiting
time spent on each call; five minutes was
the standard at both locations, although
some discretion was allowed. Three-
quarters (76%) of the respondents esti-
mated average answer time per question
to be three to five minutes. In practice, it
appears that staff did not work inde-
pendently of each other; 74% of respon-
dents reported requesting assistance
from another staff person in reference at
least “occasionally.”

In addition to questions on direct
experience with the rotary wheel,
respondents also answered four yes/no
questions, with space for comments, to
gain a sense of their evaluation of the
wheel. The questions and responses are
reported in turn below, including
selected staff comments.

In relation to other departments you
work or have worked, do you enjoy
working at the wheel?

Yes: 96% (100%, MPL; 92%, EPFL)
Comments:

The wheel is a marvel of engineer-
ing—solid, doesn’t squeak, has been
moved and re-setup three times,
works effortlessly, and holds 900 or
so reference volumes.8 . . . I love the
work.

My first few months at the wheel
was a pretty scary experience. The
books are not arranged in shelf list
order but rather, are grouped by

subject; each of the five tiers is
color-coded and houses several sub-
jects. Trying to memorize the where-
abouts of 700 +/- items was (and
still is) a challenge.

Ours is put together by subjects, and
once you learn what’s there it works
very well. When I first started in this
department I made an alphabetical
index to the wheel—which I still use
occasionally.

Do you feel the wheel is an efficient
(time and energy-saving) device?

Yes: 96% (100% MPL; 92% EPFL) 
Comments:

We would never be able to do what
we do so quickly without the rotary.

It solves the need to get up and walk
for the most frequently used books.
As for space, having a place for 4–8
librarians to sit and use the books,
rather than bumping into each other
on searching the shelves, is a much
better idea.

[A] minimum of up and down time.

Most frequently used sources (i.e.,
World Book Encyclopedia and City
Crisscross Directories) are easily
accessible to 2, 3, 4, or 5 people at
the same time.

This is a very efficient way to answer
many questions quickly and easily.

Do you feel other libraries would benefit
from a telephone reference wheel instal-
lation?

Yes: 96% (93%, MPL; 100%, EPFL) 
Comments:

[I] feel this service is one of the most
visible services of our library and
probably the best publicity agent the
library has.9 So it would be a good
service for any library and a training
vehicle for librarians as well.

This service is invaluable to [the]
community. We get calls nationally
from people who remember us
[from] before they left the city. We
can offer phone # searches the tele-
phone company does not do.

Many ready reference users have
said that they, for the most part,
never like paying taxes but they
never mind paying taxes for the
library and ready reference!
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This service frees up in-person staff
from the quick answer to give more
of a how-to-do research service to
patrons.

Could the wheel be better designed or
configured?

No: 78% (71%, MPL; 85%, EPFL) 
Comments:

The only drawback is that shorter
people (under 5'4") have to reach
higher for the books on the upper
tier. I’ve already contracted tennis
elbow from repetitive motion of
reaching for and reshelving heavy
books on the rotary while in a sitting
position. I’ve had to consciously
learn to avoid such injury in the
future by proper arm movements.

I would prefer to have desks instead;
since we have added so many books
. . . the wheel has become inadequate.

The only problem is adding new
materials to the wheel. Because of
the dividers we have on each tier,
there are real space limitations. It’s a
problem when a new edition is 5
volumes rather than 3. You can’t
just shift like you do on straight
bookshelves. [two such comments]

Our wheel and its attached desks are
30 years old. It was not designed with
desks large enough to have computers
and is not easily retrofitted. We need
new desks to be attached to the wheel
where we can ergonomically use both
computers and books.

Our double rotary wheel (two levels)
is sometimes started up by one person
while a second person is reshelving an
item on the wheel. An “off” switch
that would override any other sta-
tion’s “on” button, which switch
must be manually released when done
shelving, would be good.10

It’s really just about perfect. [six
such comments]

Clearly, staff have strong, positive
evaluations. They report that the wheel is
a pleasure to use, works well physically,
supports efficient service, and could be
useful in libraries other than their own.
In addition, the wheel is a useful public-
ity agent for library services.

Follow-up Department 
Head Interviews

In early 2001 we communicated with the
current department heads to gain a more

current assessment and to pursue follow-
up questions. (One department head was
the same as in 1998.) The department
heads were reminded of the staff assess-
ment responses of the rotary wheel given
in 1998 and asked how likely it would
be that their staff would give “the same
responses today.” Cynthia Bender of
EPFL said, “Very likely.” Catherine
Markwiese of MPL said, “I would guess
the results would be similar.” Their ver-
batim responses follow.

What do you think your staff would say
are the three most important  disadvan-
tages of the wheel?

MPL: n Having to share the item at the
same time

n Limited number of titles on the
wheel

n (I can’t think of a third one!)

EPFL: n Adding materials—When mate-
rials change in format/size, it is
hard to readjust. When brand
new titles are added and old
ones are taken off [it] takes a
long time for me to decide on
design. I almost have to redo
that subject area. [EPFL had
permanent dividers placed on
the tiers. Cynthia Bender took
out all that she could; some still
remain, roughly every 2–3 feet.]

n Staff resistance—to old titles
being removed from the wheel.
That’s not specific to a wheel
necessarily, but the physical
location matters more to [the]
staff of the wheel.

n Waiting your turn—both trying
to use the same level at the same
time—though it’s not really a
big deal. [It] doesn’t hold you
up that long.

n Some sets we don’t have room
[for] and only have the index.
Thomas Registers are too big.
Current Biography used to be
on our wheel, but it’s gotten too
big. Some things with a lot of
use just don’t fit on the wheel. It
does not make sense to exclude
other materials for one large
set.

What is your estimated annual acquisi-
tions budget for materials on the wheel?

MPL: Roughly $16,000 total on wheel
materials annually, [though some]
sources used heavily by MPL wheel staff

(such as city directories and the Rand
McNally Atlas) are not actually on the
wheel.

EPFL: Total budget: $52,000 (entire tele-
phone reference department). A guess on
the wheel only? About $38,000 to
$40,000 per year.

How many calls are taken per year?

MPL: 1999: 70,522
2000: 55,932 [a 21% decline]

EPFL: 1999: 123,897
2000: 111,912 [a 10% decline]

One of the department heads specu-
lated that this decline is due to home use
of the Internet. The average cost for
materials per call was similar in the two
locations. Dividing the budget for mate-
rials for the rotary wheel by the number
of calls taken in 2000:

MPL: $.29

EPFL: $.35

While these materials costs per
transaction can only be crude estimates,
and they only include the costs for print
materials (both survey locations make
use of electronic sources alongside print
sources), they are in marked contrast to
the cost per CD-ROM search figures
reported by Meyer in 1993, where it
appears that source costs per transaction
for electronic sources were at least ten
times greater ($3.85) than for these
rotary wheel print reference collec-
tions.11

Approximately how much has mainte-
nance of the wheel cost (on average) per
year?

MPL: I’m sorry, I don’t have any mainte-
nance records. I don’t think it’s out of
order too often; only once that I can
remember in my fifteen years. The con-
tacts on [the] buttons have worn out and
have needed replacement. [The MPL
wheel spins electrically; the buttons con-
trol the spinning of the wheel.] I’ve been
here since July, and nothing’s gone out
but the telephone answering device.

EPFL: We have had no maintenance
costs on the wheel. I checked with my
department head, who was here when
the wheel was built, and she verifies this
[e-mail response]. 

Nothing—knock on wood. We will
be moving the wheel again, and it’s come
through like a real champ. I hope it
comes through again. Will be the 4th
[sic] move! No lubrication. No oiling.
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We dust it occasionally. Ours has noth-
ing electronic that could give out. We
spin it manually [phone response to a
probe].

People are likely to say, “Everything is
going electronic/digital. Why should we
even consider a rotary wheel for tele-
phone reference?” What do you think
about that? How would you answer?  

MPL: Well, you can’t replace the basics
as quickly with a computer terminal. It is
infinitely faster to spin the wheel and use
a dictionary than to click through a
series of menu options. Even World
Book, which we have online and in
paper, can be used so much more quickly
when all you want is the capital of a
state or the term dates of a president.
And it offers options. When a Web site is
slow or unavailable, we have an alterna-
tive. Or we have another place to check
as we’re waiting for a request to be
processed.   

EPFL: Because a lot of things are still
faster to look up in print. Electronic can
take an awful long time getting to your
answers. Also, a lot of times our net-
work goes down, and without our print
we’re dead in the water—we can’t get to
some online databases and the Internet.
Some of the Internet sources are not as
reliable as print sources—reliability.

A good, basic reference collection,
when you know your sources, can be very
efficient to use—can be a lot faster.
Having a core collection is very important.

We use both [print and electronic].
We’re comfortable with both.

[A]s to whether one would still need
the wheel if one were starting a tele-
phone reference service today . . . we
aren’t finding that the Internet is replac-
ing books so much when we are answer-
ing questions, but instead it is allowing
us to answer questions we would never
have been able to [answer] in the past
with just our basic ready reference col-
lection. [e-mail addendum sent after fur-
ther reflection]

Conclusion

This study introduced the topic of the
usefulness of the rotary wheel in today’s
telephone reference setting. No study of
this type had existed, nor was there
much notice at all in the professional lit-
erature. In fact, when queried, many
library staff appear unaware of the exis-
tence of rotary wheels. If these devices

are indeed efficient, saving time and
energy, it would seem that more library
administrators should be aware of them,
and more investigations should examine
their effectiveness and efficiency relative
to alternative modalities. 

The issue of cost for services is of
perpetual importance for library admin-
istrators. Janes and McClure acknowl-
edge that we do not know “the cost for
a correct answer in the networked envi-
ronment versus the print environ-
ment.”12 Yet, the issue of the “cost for a
correct answer” seems a central concern.
What this initial investigation has found
is that the cost of this carousel technol-
ogy is amazingly low in addition to its
being effective. The managers who
supervise rotary wheels report virtually
no equipment maintenance or upgrade
costs for this information delivery sys-
tem (for more than thirty years!),
beyond initial purchase and installation.
In practice, the rotary wheel works in
tandem with electronic information
delivery systems, and we are not advo-
cating one system over another.
However, library managers are accus-
tomed to making choices for the optimal
blending of alternative modes for deliv-
ering information services, such as: 

n the mix of print and electronic
sources;

n self check-out versus staff check-out;
n relative expenditures for different

information formats; and
n bookmobile versus branch.

When a manager considers the start-up
costs of purchase and installation of
computers, software, networks, and
staff training and repeated upgrades of
each of those components, rotary
wheels may appear to be both a fiscally

responsible and viable component in the
complex of the library’s information
delivery systems.

The current expectation is that
innovations in information services will
be electronic. Those who first learn of
rotary wheels tend to dismiss them as
artifacts of the past and assume that the
librarians who are still using them are
resistant to change. However, the fast-
paced and high-demand service being
delivered by these telephone reference
librarians requires that they be the staff
most knowledgeable about the increas-
ing variety of information sources avail-
able—as well as being the staff members
who know how to make choices among
those sources. Far from being techno-
phobes, these librarians consider the
rotary wheel as one of their options, an
option that is an effective tool with qual-
ities that are not matched in electronic
modes. Therefore, library practitioners
may be well-advised to learn more about
rotary wheels as a choice in the full
range of information service options.  n
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Allentown Public Library
1210 Hamilton St.
Allentown, PA 18102

Atlanta-Fulton Public Library System
One Margaret Mitchell Square
Atlanta, GA 30303

Baldwinsville Public Library
33 E. Genesee St.
Baldwinsville, NY 13027-2575

Dayton and Montgomery County
Public Library

215 E. Third St.
Dayton, Ohio 45402

Enoch Pratt Free Library
The Public Library of the City of

Baltimore
State Library Resource Center
400 Cathedral St.
Baltimore, MD 21201-4484

King County Library System—Answer
Line

960 Newport Way NW
Issaquah, WA 98027

Memphis/Shelby County Public
Library and Information Center

Central Library
3030 Poplar Ave.
Memphis, TN 38111-3527

Milwaukee Public Library
814 W. Wisconsin Ave.
Milwaukee, WI 53233

Montgomery County Public Libraries
99 Maryland Ave.
Rockville, MD 20850

Multnomah County Library
801 S.W. 10th Ave.
Portland, OR 97205-2597

Phoenix Public Library
Burton Barr Central Library 
1221 N. Central Ave.
Phoenix, AZ 85004

Public Library of Charlotte and
Mecklenburg County 

310 N. Tryon St.
Charlotte, NC 28202

Quogue Free Library
90 Quogue St.
Quogue, NY 11959

San Francisco Public Library
100 Larkin St.
San Francisco, CA 94102 

Seattle Public Library 
800 Pike St. 
Seattle, WA 98101
(temporary quarters)

Texarkana Public Library
600 West 3rd St.
Texarkana, AR, TX 75501-5054

Toledo-Lucas County Public Library
325 Michigan St.
Toledo, OH 43624-1628

Toronto Public Library—Answerline
789 Yonge St.
Toronto, ON
M4W 2G8 Canada

Tucson-Pima Public Library, Infoline
P.O. Box 27470
Tucson, AZ 85726-7470

As an ancillary activity to this research,
the following libraries were identified as
employing rotary wheels in their tele-
phone reference services. They were
located through various sources, includ-
ing mentions in the literature, queries
posted on library discussion lists, leads
supplied by Cynthia Bender of Enoch

Pratt Free Library of Baltimore, and
questions added to a national survey
conducted by the telephone marketing
department of Gareth Stevens Pub-
lishing. The information on these
sources may be obtained from Sharon
McQueen:smcqueen@wisc.edu.This ini-
tial list could serve as a resource for

libraries considering options in provid-
ing library reference services. It could
also form the basis for interconnection
and communication among those
departments with telephone reference
rotary wheels and could lead to the for-
mation of the most aptly named round
table of them all!

Appendix A

Libraries Employing Telephone Reference Rotary Wheels
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Someone who campaigns as a custo-
dian is Michael Gorman, who under-
stands library values as “beliefs that are
enduring preferences relating to the ends
and means of the profession.”2 His val-
ues include stewardship, service, intellec-
tual freedom, rationalism, literacy and
learning, equity of access to recorded
knowledge and information, privacy,
and democracy. 

No one argues with Gorman on the
merit of these values or the need for the
organizations in which librarians work
to proclaim a set of values. As a library
strategy consultant, one of my jobs is to
help governing boards and management
groups do just that. Clear value state-
ments help guide an organization in its
conduct and its relationships. Values
also underscore both a library’s purpose
and its vision. However, library leader-
ship can weigh too much in favor of
collective values when framing organi-
zational ends. Policy and program
choices that follow often fail to recog-
nize the library’s obligation to create
tangible value for individual customers
and to deliver it to them as they under-
stand it and want it. 

As Rodger states, “Valuable does
not necessarily correspond with the
library staff’s ideas of importance.”3 It is
customers, one at a time, who define a
library’s value. This value is realized in
the usefulness, the quality, and the avail-
ability of the library’s products and serv-
ices, as well as in the customer support
that accompanies them. It is also found
in the image that the library presents to
the customer, an image that must be
carefully defined and managed by the
library.

Concepts of value do change and
evolve over time. Not long ago, organiza-
tions were urged to see value primarily as
a function of efficiency and the internal
capacity to produce. The way to succeed
was to figure out how to produce or do
more using the same or fewer resources.
For the private sector, this meant maxi-
mizing transactional profits. As a result,
customer service often fared badly (Is
there anybody here who can help me?).
As the public sector followed suit in an
attempt to minimize transactional costs,
the customer relationship often became
reduced to one of near-abuse.

However, in the past decade there
has been a marked shift in the balance of

Bridging the 
Value Gap

Getting Past Professional
Values to Customer VVaalluuee

in the Public Library

Gary Deane

There is a widening gap in the library community between

those who see themselves primarily as custodians and

guardians of traditional library values and those who believe

librarians should create and deliver tangible, immeditate value

for customers. The latter goal requires developing new library

value propositions and building value-chain thinking into every

element of library planning and performance. Two important

areas where this can and should take place are supply

management and customer experience. This  “value gap” must

be crossed in order for public libraries to begin to realize full

value for their customers.

In the challenging article “Values and Vision” in a recent American Libraries,
Eleanor Jo Rodger questions common declarations about the value of libraries
and librarians. These, she says, are often offered more to comfort, advocate for,
and defend libraries rather than explain how they serve to create public value. She

then goes further to argue:

[Being] valuable is not about our professional values; in the paradigm of the value
of public libraries we are the producers, not the consumers of our services. Our
personal sense of what is valuable doesn’t matter unless it matches that of our cus-
tomers.1

Rodger’s instruction is timely. There is a widening gap between those who see
themselves primarily as personal custodians and institutional guardians of received
library values and others who believe librarians should be agents working to create
value for library users. While the two positions are not mutually exclusive, they are
different, and they lead to very different assumptions about what “good” library serv-
ice is and how it’s achieved. 
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power from organizations to their cus-
tomers. This is a result of factors such as
increases in general educational levels
and living standards and demographic
shifts (the affluent baby boom, the
demanding and impatient Generation X,
the consumption-obsessed Generation Y
and the millennial generation). Mostly it
has been about the impact of technology
(especially that of the Internet) and far
greater access to tools for smart con-
sumption (some of them available
through the library). 

As a result, consumers no longer are
prepared to be treated indifferently and
will abandon any organization that they
feel is unresponsive to their wants and
needs. Competition for customers and
their loyalty is increasing, and being in

second place in a category is not a good
place to be. Being seen as second rate is
even worse. 

Public libraries have felt the brunt of
these consumer and competitive shifts.
Compelling new retail channels for
books, convenient access to information
sources through the Internet, and a host
of new product options and service
experiences dangled in front of users
have had their effect.

Some libraries have recognized their
own vulnerability in the face of these
impacts. They have responded with
investments in new and redeveloped
buildings, expanded technology infra-
structure, new or revamped services, and
creative marketing. A few have gone the
next step and have begun championing
the concept of customer value among
managers and staff members. They have
worked hard to reform their organiza-
tional cultures and to overcome profes-
sional inertia and resistance. 

To do this, a library first has to go
through the process of deciding what its
ultimate value “drivers” are going to be.
These will steer the strategic choices and
decisions about which services are to be
offered and how they’re going to be pro-
vided. Together they form what is
known as a value proposition. Although
the concept and term originated in pri-
vate enterprise, they have become part of
the lexicon of a growing number of pub-
licly supported institutions, ranging

from not-for-profits such as the United
Way to entire government departments
and agencies. 

Essentially, a value proposition is
the promise that a library makes to its
customers about what they can expect
to receive in return for their time, their
effort, their loyalty, and especially their
tax dollars. They define how services
are provided and structured to meet
customer needs and to create value. In
order to do that, the library must
understand what its customers want
and then be able to provide it. In devel-
oping value propositions, the only per-
spective on value that matters is that of
the customer.

Another important value concept is
that of the value chain. This is the entire

sequence of activities that, first of all, the
library and its suppliers perform to
design, produce, deliver, and support its
products and services. The library and
supplier value relationship is becoming
increasingly important. For example,
libraries now are expected to work
closely with systems vendors to assist in
the development of improved integrated
library systems. This kind of virtuous
relationship also has to be extended by
the library to its customers. This helps
define the efforts and the timing involved
in going from the promises of the library’s
value proposition to tangible results. 

The managerial and organizational
consequences of value-chain thinking for
the library are profound. The first conse-
quence is that that the library sees each
of its activities as related, with each step
adding incrementally to the value of the
final service offering. The second conse-
quence is that the library sees its entire
enterprise as a whole, regardless of who
performs each customer-related activity
or where it is performed (without any
assumption that the library should per-
form every function itself). Library man-
agement then can look at the
organization and its value chain from
the outside in, from the customer’s point
of view, and develop organizational and
service configurations that will deliver
the best value overall. 

Accordingly, we can look at just a
couple of examples of enterprise areas

in libraries where substantive issues
exist with respect to value. Library
strategy in these areas needs to be trans-
formed and operational processes
improved if more value for library users
is to be created, delivered, and sus-
tained. The first is in the area of what is
called supply management. 

Supply Management

A supply chain is the network of entities
that performs functions of procurement
of materials, transformation of these
materials into intermediate and finished
products, and distribution of these fin-
ished products. These involve the identi-
fication, acquisition, access, positioning,
and management of resources the library
needs or potentially needs in the attain-
ment of its strategic objectives. 

Supply chain management is a sub-
set of the value chain and reflects a much
more systematic way of thinking about
how the library can create value for its
customers. It holds the promise of both
greater efficiencies and greater control of
the library’s value proposition. 

Procurement

Library procurement centers primarily
around the selection and acquisition of
library materials. As they are often per-
formed, the operations and the processes
involved are very labor and knowledge
intensive (for which there are correspon-
ding costs, including opportunity costs).
The issue is the extent that they need to
be in relation to their ultimate value to
library customers.

Countless and compelling argu-
ments have been made for the alternative
delivery and outsourcing of procure-
ment, including cost savings, increased
productivity, and revaluing of core
library competencies around direct pub-
lic service. However, these have had a
rough ride from librarians who fear both
professional loss of control and the
dumbing down of “their” collections if
any part of the responsibility for selec-
tion is handed over to others. 

The issue of loss of control is one
that will have to work itself out in time,
and it will. However, there is precious
little time left. For public libraries to
start supplying enough current, high-
demand, and high-interest materials in a
variety of formats to both satisfy and to
increase customer demand, libraries
must improve their forecasting accuracy

P U B L I C  L I B R A R I E S  S E P T E M B E R / O C T O B E R  2 0 0 3

316

In developing value propositions, the only perspective

on value that matters is that of the customer.

42n5_2ndcorrex.qxd  08/19/2003  5:25 PM  Page 316



and begin to satisfy demand by deliver-
ing more product that people want
when they want and need it. (As it
stands right now, the escalating num-
bers of holds being placed online by cus-
tomers are turning many libraries into
the equivalent of the Monty Python
cheese shop, in which a customer
requests cheese after cheese in vain,
none of which is available.)

To say so is not new. It just needs to
be said again if libraries are to survive
and to thrive. Charlie Robinson, director
emeritus of Baltimore County Public
Library, argued for years that the value
of a library does not depend on how
many book it has; it depends on how
many books it has that people actually
want to use. Robinson and those who
think like him have long taken their
lumps from evangelical practitioners
who defend Gorman’s values premises
over Robinson’s value promises; for
example, promoting stewardship (pre-
serving the human record) over putting
as much library material as wanted into
as many hands as fast as possible. It’s
hard to understand why there are
libraries still trying to control and sup-
press customer demand when the
resources to respond to it are so readily
available to them. 

Transformation

The second element of library supply
management is concerned with the meth-
ods and activities of cataloging and pro-
cessing. These processes also are
weighed down by burdens of time,
effort, and cost. We need to ask the fol-
lowing questions:

n Is what is being done here yielding
tangible results for the customer or
just responding to professional con-
ventions? 

n How much really needs to be done
and spent to assure sufficient biblio-
graphic and authority control, stan-
dardization, and record levels to
satisfy basic system requirements? 

n Could this be done elsewhere at
lower cost and more efficiently? 

n Do the transformations that incum-
bent librarians perform move value
sufficiently far down the supply
chain toward the customer? 

It is important to remember that the ulti-
mate product of the transformation
process in the library, the actual catalog,
belongs to the customer, not the librarian. 

Recently, my local library system
has been in the process of acquiring
thousands of theatrical DVDs. However,
the collections are unable to be browsed
in the catalog by genre or even by mate-
rial type. DVDs have been entered as
“video recordings,” and for browsing
purposes the item records are indistin-
guishable from those of the library’s
more than 15,000 video cassettes. The
opportunity to build a sizeable incre-
ment of value into the catalog around
the library’s fastest-growing and most
popular collection on a turnover basis
had been lost. This may seem like a small
matter, but as an object lesson, it is any-
thing but. In the absence of strong value
propositions that are in the front of
every employee’s mind, too many “small
matters” go unrecognized, underesti-
mated, neglected, or ignored. These
mount up to erode and undermine a
library’s better efforts and its credibility
in the minds of customers. 

Distribution

Distribution is concerned with the deliv-
ery of the products or services to the cus-
tomer and the inventory management
process that supports it. In many libraries,
inventory management is an oxymoron at
best and a total quagmire at worst.
Shelves and catalogs are filled with mate-
rial that is unwanted, obsolete, or both.
This is completely antithetical to value
because it frustrates and inconveniences
customers in their search for what they
want. It may be reassuring to profession-
als to see the shelves heavy with a wealth
of “recorded knowledge,” but if no one
else wants or needs it, where is the inher-
ent value to the customer? In retail this is
called over-selection, and only army sur-
plus stores and bargain discounters make
it part of their value proposition.

Circulation and other library-use
policies also can represent a troublesome
chokepoint at the distribution stage.
Unfortunately, it seems that in their pol-
icy relationships, libraries will say no to
customers far more than they say yes.
This is because a culture based on pro-
fessional values wants to prescribe,
whereas one built on customer value
wants to respond.

In the end, supply-chain manage-
ment gives libraries a far more system-
atic way of thinking about how it creates
value for its customers—through what it
buys, through reductions in costs,
through access to suppliers’ know-how
and business efficiencies as well as just

their products, and through increases in
speed and flexibility of library processes.
Without supply management strategies,
any changes that do occur in processes
will tend to be for the convenience of the
people in the process rather than in the
best interests of the library or the cus-
tomer. Comfort and control, instead of
effectiveness and prudent risk-taking,
become the rule.

Priority has to go to enabling the
library to focus on customers and what
they actually want and need as well as
how they want and need it—which takes
us to the second example of an area in
which value must be realized, customer
experience. 

Customer Experience

Customer service is a concern of most
organizations. However, librarians, by
both professional and personal disposi-
tion, often get uncomfortable and even
antagonistic when the subject of cus-
tomer service is brought up. There is a
tendency to characterize it as “what
Wal-Mart does,” as if employees that
make sure that they look at you, speak
to you, smile at you, help you, and thank
you is a bad thing. Wal-Mart and most
other retail and service businesses, from
banks to the large-format bookstores,
also routinely employ “mystery shop-
pers” to observe and report on the qual-
ity of service. They do so to improve
performance and to increase the value of
their enterprises to the customer (a prac-
tical guide for improving the quality of
customer service in libraries is Deliver-
ing Satisfaction and Service Quality: A
Customer-based Approach for Libraries,
by Peter Hernon and John R. Whitman,
ALA Editions, 2001).

However, customer service involves
more than just the essentials of being
pleasant and helpful. At issue is the
entire encounter that customers have
with a library, from the first moment of
contact right through to their use of its
products or services. This encounter is
the customer experience, which will
demand different competencies accord-
ing to the type of enterprise (and the type
of customer). Library competencies
include selection, service and care, con-
venience, and ambience and atmosphere.

Selection 

As previously discussed, selection con-
nects with and reflects the effectiveness of
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the library’s supply chain management
decisions. Selection also refers to service
choices in their variety, breadth, and
depth, as well as the library’s materials.

Specifically, variety includes the var-
ious groups and categories of library
products and services—the collection and
material types and the range of library
services around them. Breadth refers to
the selection, wide or narrow, within
each category; for example, the number
of unique fiction titles committed to
within the system or at a given library
location. Depth of selection refers to the
number of copies of each committed to.
The specific selection strategy that deter-
mines the mix of product ending up on
the shelves or provided electronically will
have a huge impact on the experience
and use patterns of customers.

Service and Care 

It has been said that good customer serv-
ice is that which fulfills a customer’s
expectations. If that is that case, libraries
certainly are doing an amazing job. The
results of every library customer satisfac-
tion survey that I have ever read or seen
reported appear to give overwhelming
endorsement to what the library is doing
and the customer service it is providing.
Of course, this runs counter to customer
and client evaluation of most other
organizations and enterprises. Perhaps
people do love libraries to the extent
librarians like to say they do. On the
other hand, perhaps library surveys tend
to have a built-in positive bias, or expec-
tations of customer service in libraries
are sufficiently low that even service that
is merely adequate still stands to be
rewarded. 

The truth probably lies somewhere
in the middle. It is likely the expectations
of library customers are more uncertain
than anything else. They simply do not
know what to expect of a library. The
goal of the library, therefore, should be
to make sure customers are absolutely
clear on the library’s value proposition
and then to exceed all expectations of it.
Customer service is just the start. As
Roger N. Nunley, managing director of
the Customer Care Institute puts it,
“customer service doesn’t cut it any-
more.”4 Customers who are merely sat-
isfied are no longer necessarily loyal
ones. The concept of customer care,
which is broader and richer than cus-
tomer service, is an attempt to ensure a
better customer experience and to
strengthen customer loyalty.

The basic elements of care include:
tangibles (the physical appearance and
demeanor of staff and the image they
project); reliability (the ability to per-
form the promised service dependably
and accurately); responsiveness (the will-
ingness to help customers and provide
prompt service); assurance (employee
knowledge and expertise and ability to
inspire trust and confidence); and empa-
thy (the caring, individualized service
that makes a customer feel valued).
Together these describe a kind of mission
statement for customer engagement.
They provide a framework for develop-
ment of a comprehensive customer care
program, a central expression of the
library’s commitment to value. 

Also fundamental to the concept of
customer care is the assumption that
staff, at the moment of engagement, no
longer work for the library but for the
customer. As with the terms service and
care, this not a matter of playing with
words. The notions of customer care and
agency introduce powerful changes in
service mindset that greatly strengthen
the library value proposition. 

Convenience

For most library customers, convenience
comes down to how easy it is to find the
library, to get to it, to park near it, and
to enter it. Then it becomes a factor of
how easy it is to find material and infor-
mation and complete the transactions
involved. Where services are provided
virtually, convenience is qualified simi-
larly, but in terms of usability. 

Libraries should respect their cus-
tomers’ time and plan not to waste it.
They can do this first by making con-
venience a key element of their value
proposition and by planning for it with
the development of comprehensive con-
venience strategies that steer all opera-
tional, administrative, and policy
choices. These have the effect of building
in convenience across the entire cus-
tomer experience and, just as impor-
tantly, removing the barriers to
convenience. 

Convenience has to be understood
as a core competency of the library, and
commitment to it has to be both high-
level and broad-based. Addressing obvi-
ous issues such as library location,
drive-up windows, hours of opening,
signage, or staffing for peak periods is
just the beginning. Library transaction
processes, such as those of circulation
and reference, have to be assessed in

terms of their convenience. Business
processes associated with selection and
supply management have to be reviewed
in relation to how well they work for the
convenience of the customer rather than
the convenience of the librarian. Human
resources practices have to be put in
place that make sure all employees get
the training they require to reach opti-
mal efficiency and effectiveness in per-
forming their jobs. Staff have to be
empowered to make decisions that make
the library experience as frictionless as
possible, without fear of punishment if
they get it “wrong.” 

Everything has to be subject to the
test of convenience in terms of customer
value and customer experience. This
will be even more the case in the future,
particularly as baby boomers, who are
still the most loyal to libraries, move
through middle age. At the same time,
as the library makes itself more conven-
ient through self-serve and online
options, it has to ensure that it does not
do it at the expense of human contact
when needed. Customer care becomes
even more critical in the library in which
convenience is a key element of the
value proposition.

Ambiance and Atmosphere

A quality customer experience also is
defined by the social, sensory, and aes-
thetic dimensions of that experience. It’s
obvious that a major part of the success
of the large-format bookstores has been
a result of due attention to this.
Aesthetic expectations are increasing as
technology drives down the cost of good
design and fabrication. Designed envi-
ronments please customers and persuade
them to return. They also attract and
motivate staff. 

Libraries have been forced to
acknowledge the importance of design
and aesthetics to their enterprise, largely
as a result of unfavourable comparisons
to the bookstores. However, conversa-
tions in libraries around topics such as
style and looks as key value drivers don’t
sit comfortably with many librarians.
This is unfortunate. As Bernard Schmitt
and Alex Simonson note:

Managers have forgotten what pro-
vides value to customers, what truly
satisfies them, and what turns them
on. In an age when most customers
have their basic needs satisfied,
value is most provided by satisfying
customers’ experiential needs—their
aesthetic needs.5
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Virginia Postrel, writing in Forbes
magazine, goes further. She talks about
an “aesthetic economy,” arguing that
aesthetics are moving to the forefront in
the battle for competitive advantage.6

(B. Josephine Pine II and Jame H.
Gilmour have put forth a related propo-
sition in their book, The Experience
Economy, which is credited with influ-
encing the design of the stunning new
Cerritos Public Library in California.7)
Libraries have to develop an “aesthetics
strategy” for their marketing, communi-
cations, and branding programs and
commit to making this part of the
library experience one of its most
important value components. If people
love libraries, this will give them all the
more reason to do so.

What Happens Next

Libraries must start looking in different
directions and in different places for
value, not as directed to do so by what
professionals believe but by what cus-
tomers want. Perhaps if librarians begin
by looking from the outside in and
from the customer point of view, they
will discover a brave new world of
innovative solutions and value options
for customers. 

However, a “value gap” exists in
many public libraries, and it is a big one.
On one side of this gap are the enduring
preferences that give comfort to librari-
ans. On the other side are the practical
and political preoccupations that take
up the day in working in a library. In the
middle are the unacknowledged and
underappreciated interests and needs of
library customers. 

To bridge and to fill this value gap,
library leadership has to begin champi-
oning customer value and the means of
delivering it. Customer value has to
become our first priority at every level
and in every way, and management has
to make certain that it becomes the first
priority of everyone in the library. It
starts with the library’s strategic plan-
ning foundations and the formation of
central value propositions, and it goes
from there.

Unfortunately, no one is holding
libraries’ feet to the fire. Organizations
such as school and hospital boards,
not-for-profits, NGOs, and govern-
ment departments and agencies

increasingly are being held publicly
accountable for their programs and
outcomes. They are subject to struc-
tured program evaluations, detailed
value-for-money audits, and evidence-
based performance reviews in an
attempt to see that clients are receiving
requisite value in return for their
investments, financial and otherwise. 

Meanwhile, public libraries are
asked to report on a number of disasso-
ciated activities measures—such as circu-
lation and reference statistics—as key
indicators of performance and value. It
seems to come down to only these or to
the standard declarations of intellectual
freedom and democracy whenever
libraries are asked to speak to their value
and their draw on the public purse. This
demonstrates how wide the value gap in
public libraries has become. 

Perhaps library funders should start
to ask for more by moving away from
the current practice of giving libraries
global budgets based on historical
spending patterns and program incre-
mentalism. Instead they could begin to
fund on the basis of the demonstrated
quality and effectiveness of the services
that libraries are actually delivering to
their customers. 

Ultimately, the point is not that
library values, as Gorman represents
them, are unimportant or irrelevant.
They are exceedingly important as
expressions of civic function and pur-
pose. However, the obligations and com-
mitments that public libraries have to
their customers go much farther. To just
live in the world of values or disassoci-
ated measures can lead to illusions of
value to users. Worse, it can lead to com-
placency, smugness, and resistance to the
kind of disruptive change that is needed.

The amount of customer value wait-
ing to be unlocked in public libraries is
huge. To see it released will take library
governance and management whose
vision is more entrepreneurial than even-
gelistic around matters of value and val-
ues. Library customers should never
have to be satisfied with whatever they
can get and with whatever they are told
is good for them.  n
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Four new titles now available:

A Study of Strategic Lessons Learned in Vietnam
A Systems Analysis View of the Vietnam War
DAO Saigon: RVNAF Quarterly Assessments

MACV Command Histories 1964-1973 (Sanitized)

Represents over 17,000 pages 
of Vietnam War official records 

reproduced on CD-ROM 
& DVD-ROM.

Titles in development include:  

Lessons Learned and After-Action Reports
U.S. Naval Forces, Vietnam:
Monthly Historical Reports

Air-to-Air Encounters in Southeast Asia

For details, visit our website at
www.carrscompendiums.com

or write
Carr’s Compendiums • P.O. Box 22756

Seattle, WA 98112-0756
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Herrera Begins Term as President of PLA

Luis Herrera, director of the Information Services Department
for the City of Pasadena, officially began his term as president
of PLA with the conclusion of the 2003 ALA Annual
Conference in Toronto, Ontario, Canada.

Herrera brings a wealth of experience in librarianship to
PLA. Prior to assuming his current position in Pasadena, he was
the deputy director of the San Diego Public Library and has served
in public library management in Long Beach, California, and El
Paso, Texas. Herrera is also a former middle school librarian.

When asked for plans for his presidency, Herrera remarked,
“In its new strategic plan, PLA membership envisions the library
card as the most valued card in every wallet. As president, a top
priority will be to lead the association in ensuring not only this
vision, but to strengthen public libraries and their contribution
to the communities they serve. This is consistent with my vision
of promoting public libraries as innovative and dynamic organ-
izations working in partnership with communities to enhance
the quality of life in the twenty-first century.”

Active in ALA since 1987, Herrera has served on numerous
PLA committees as well as being involved with several other
ALA divisions. During this time he has also been active in several
other professional groups, serving as the president of the
California Library Association, a council member of ALA, and
board member of PLA. He is past president of REFORMA, the
National Association to Promote Library Service to the Spanish
Speaking, and is a former recipient of the REFORMA Librarian
of the Year award. Most recently, Herrera was a keynote speaker
in London, England, at the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
Conference on the People’s Network, a technology initiative pro-
viding public access computing in libraries throughout the United
Kingdom. Herrera holds a BS degree from the University of
Texas at El Paso and an MLS degree from the University of
Arizona. He also earned a Master of Public Administration
degree from California State University, Long Beach, where he
received the Future Urban Administrator Award.

PLA President-Elect to Focus on 
Moving Association Forward

Clara Nalli Bohrer, director of the West Bloomfield (Mich.)
Township Public Library, said she will focus on leading the
association forward in completing strategic plan initiatives—
particularly in the areas of training and knowledge transfer,
emergent literacy, and recruitment—during her term as PLA
president, which begins in July 2004. “I look forward to my
term and to all of the challenges and opportunities that it pres-
ents. In addition, I hope to increase continuing education
opportunities for our members on a regional and an electronic
basis,” she said.

Bohrer has been an active
member of ALA since 1980 and
has served on the board of direc-
tors for both PLA and the
Association for Library Service
to Children (ALSC). She cur-
rently serves as the chair of the
PLA 2004 National Conference
Committee (the conference will
be held in Seattle, Washington,
February 24–28, 2004). In addi-
tion, Bohrer has chaired com-
mittees for ALA, PLA, and
ALSC. These include the ALA
Standards Committee, 1989–91;
the PLA President’s Events
Committee, 1997–99; the 1998
PLA National Conference
Program Committee; the PLA Conference Program Coordinating
Committee, 1994–97; the PLA/ALSC Committee on Output
Measures for Children’s Services, 1989–92; and the PLA Services
to Children Committee, 1985–88. Bohrer has also served as a
member of several other association committees.

Along with her ALA responsibilities, Bohrer is active in a
number of other professional groups, including the Urban
Libraries Council. She served on the board of directors and as
president of the Michigan Library Association, was a member
of the board of directors for the Greater West Bloomfield
Chamber of Commerce, and is currently president-elect of the
West Bloomfield Chapter of Optimist International. Bohrer is
also an experienced speaker and workshop organizer. In the
past, she has planned and coordinated programming (as pro-
gram chairperson) for the 1998 PLA National Conference, as
well as seminars for the “Building” workshops held during
PLA’s Spring Symposiums in 1999 and in 2001. Most recently,
Bohrer was a speaker on creating environments that promote
emergent literacy at the session “Building the Perfect Library
Workshop,” which was one of the five sessions offered during
PLA’s 2003 Spring Symposium, held in March 2003 in Chicago.
Bohrer received a BA in Education from the University of
Michigan at Ann Arbor in 1973, an MSLS from Wayne State
University in 1976, and an MA in education from the
University of Michigan at Ann Arbor in 1984.

Public Libraries Authors Feted during
President’s Reception

The two winners of the annual Public Libraries feature-writing
contest received their awards at the PLA President’s Program,
which was held during the recent ALA Annual Conference in
Toronto. The contest awards cash prizes to the authors of the
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best feature articles by public librarians published in the previ-
ous year’s issues of Public Libraries. 

The first-prize award of $500 went to Edward Elsner,
director of the Crawford County Library in Grayling,
Michigan, for his article “The Evolution of PLA’s Planning
Model,” which appeared in the July/August 2002 issue. Second
prize of $300 went to Robin Bryan, Brarydog Coordinator at
the Public Library of Charlotte and Mecklenberg County
(N.C.) for her article, “Brarydog.net: A Homework Assistance
Portal for Students,” published in the March/April 2002 issue.
The winners of the contest are selected by the members of the
Public Libraries Advisory Committee. 

Persons interested in writing a feature article for Public
Libraries should visit www.pla.org to review the criteria, or they
may e-mail the feature editor, Renée Vaillancourt McGrath, at
publiclibraries@aol.com for more information. Public librarians
interested in being considered for the 2003 prizes should visit the
PLA Web site for submission guidelines, or e-mail the feature edi-
tor at publiclibraries@aol.com for more information.

One Conference/One Book Wrap-Up

PLA would like to thank members who attended the PLA
President’s Program and Awards Reception during the recent ALA
Annual Conference in Toronto. The event was the culmination of
the One Book/One Conference project presented by the ALA
Public Programs Office in cooperation with PLA. One Book/One
Conference aimed to engage all conference attendees in reading
Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale and participating in dis-
cussion groups about the book. The event, hosted by then-PLA
president Jo Ann Pinder, drew a standing-room-only crowd, who
enjoyed an invigorating and thought-provoking presentation by
Atwood as well as a gala reception following her talk. PLA thanks
Ingram Library Services for its support of this event.

PLA Announces 
@ your library® Advocacy Campaign

A task force chaired by Kathleen Reif, Wicomico County (Md.)
Free Library, will begin work this fall on an @ your library® cam-
paign. Designed to create public awareness and understanding of

the value of public libraries and librarians in the twenty-first cen-
tury, the campaign will help public librarians promote their
libraries through messages, ideas, and strategies that can be put
to use immediately at the local level. The PLA 2004 National
Conference—to be held in Seattle, Washington, February 24–28,
2004—will mark the official launch of the campaign.

Get the Information Advantage at PLA 2004

The PLA National Conference is the only conference dedicated
entirely to the continuing education needs of public librarians
and public library staff members. You won’t want to miss the
excitement as nearly 8,000 of your friends and colleagues from
across the country and around the world gather in Seattle next
February to learn, exchange ideas, network, conduct business,
and renew their energy and enthusiasm for the profession. The
conference will feature more than 150 educational programs
and talk tables, invigorating author sessions—including the
closing session featuring author and poet Sherman Alexie—and
many other exciting author and social events.

In addition, PLA 2004 will feature nearly 800 booths with
vendors displaying the latest and best in new technology and
other library-related products and services. Attend this confer-
ence and you’ll leave with the “Information Advantage”—
knowledge and skills that will put you on top of your area of
expertise! Registration opens September 1, 2003. PLA members
will receive a registration brochure via regular mail, and regis-
tration also will be available online at www.pla.org. Visit the
site often for conference announcements and updates.

ALA Publishes Creating Policies for Results, the
Latest Entry in PLA’s “Results” Series

Creating Policies for Results: From Chaos to Clarity. By Sandra
Nelson and June Garcia. Chicago: ALA, 2003. 228p.
paper, $50 (ALA members, $45) (ISBN: 0838935354).
What does a librarian do if an unattended child remains at

closing time? Can nonresidents get a library card? What is the
library’s position on Internet filters? These are but a few of the
kinds of issues that require clear, up-to-date library policies. If
your staff makes decisions on the fly, if policies are nonexistent,
outdated, and no one knows what they are, your library may
be experiencing policy chaos. The answer is to create current,
customized policies geared to your library. Now it’s easier than
ever using this one-stop, step-by-step guide that dovetails with
PLA’s The New Planning for Results. Creating Policies for
Results will help your library:

l Create sound and legally defensible policies
l Customize policies appropriate to your library's specific

mission, customers and size using proven work forms
l Serve customers more effectively by updating, clarifying,

and communicating new and revised policies
l Address the needs of a changing customer base
l Create guidance and contingency plans for emergencies
l Add details and enforcement procedures for as many situ-

ations as possible

Creating Policies for Results is available via the ALA
online store, www.ala.org, or by calling 1-866-746-7252.  n

PLA President Jo An Pinder presents the Public Libraries Writing Contest

awards to first-place winner Edward Elsner (left) and second-place win-

ner Robin Bryan (right).
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Web of Deception
Misinformation on the
Internet

Edited by Anne P. Mintz. Med-
ford, N.J.: CyberAge Books,
2002. 275p. paper, $24.95
(ISBN 0-91096-560-9) LC
2002-4687.

Web of Deception aims to
inform readers of misinforma-
tion on the Web, or more specif-
ically, those on the Web who
purposely set out to deceive
through the use of false infor-
mation on Web sites, e-mail,
message boards, and so forth.
Editor Anne P. Mintz notes in
the introduction that while the
book cannot include every de-
ceptive site on the Web, the con-
tributors do seek to inform
readers of the warning signs
they should look out for when
using the Internet.

The book is organized into
several chapters written by ex-
perts in the information field.
Shorter versions of these chap-
ters previously appeared as a se-
ries in Searcher magazine. The
book is arranged in such a way
that one can either read it
straight through or just read
through specific chapters. Top-
ics covered in the book include
Web hoaxes and counterfeit
sites, medical misinformation,
Internet security and identity

theft, charity scams, consumer
and e-mail fraud, and options
for victims of Internet fraud. 

The authors make good use
of examples, checklists, and fig-
ures to illustrate their points.
Some of the best of these include
a checklist for ordering medi-
cine online, a checklist for pre-
venting credit and identity theft,
and a discussion of the famous
“Nigerian letter” e-mail scam.
Some chapters rely a little too
much on jargon and are not as
accessible to the beginning In-
ternet user as the majority of the
other chapters, but the book is
user-friendly on the whole.

Public librarians could use
Web of Deception in a number
of ways. With increasing con-
cern about Web fraud and iden-
tity theft, this book would be a
popular addition to the circulat-
ing collection. For librarians
wishing to add a section to their
library’s Web site about how to
evaluate information on the
Web, this book provides links to
a number of good resources for
further research. Finally, for ref-
erence librarians who are often
asked by patrons about “amaz-
ing” offers that have found their
way into their inboxes, how to
go cybershopping, or how to do
medical or legal research on the
Web, this book gives good ex-
amples of the need for careful

evaluation of Web sites that can
be shared with those patrons as
well as tips for how this evalua-
tion can be done. 

The chapters are well or-
ganized, and the book ends
with a webliography, a collec-
tion of many of the sites men-
tioned throughout the book.
The work is well-indexed, has
an easy-to-use table of contents,
and is reasonably priced. Web
of Deception would be a good
addition to any public library
collection.—Julie Elliott, Refer-
ence Librarian, Goshen (Ind.)
Public Library

Developing a
Compensation Plan for
Your Library

By Paula M. Singer. Chicago:
ALA, 2002. 132p. paper, $38,
$34.20 ALA members (ISBN 0-
8389-0816-0) LC 2001-
056154.

Developing a Compensa-
tion Plan for Your Library is a
timely book for libraries strug-
gling with changing missions,
changing demands from the
public, changing staffing needs
within the library, and a chang-
ing market outside the library.
Most public libraries want to
hire and retain high-quality, cus-
tomer-service oriented staff but
are finding that they cannot
compete with private sector em-
ployers offering higher salaries
and more progressive compensa-
tion packages. Clearly there is a
need to reexamine the tradition-
al compensation models used in
public libraries. In this book,
management consultant Paula
M. Singer provides library ad-
ministrators with a step-by-step
guide to developing a compensa-
tion plan tailored to their partic-
ular library and community.

In a straightforward and
methodical manner, Singer
walks library professionals and
human resources personnel
through the process of develop-
ing compensation program ob-
jectives, making preliminary
decisions (engaging a consult-
ant, setting up a committee,
communicating with staff), ana-
lyzing jobs and drafting job de-
scriptions, designing and
applying a point factor system
of job analysis, surveying the

market, designing a salary struc-
ture, costing the plan, and im-
plementation. Some of these
tasks may at first seem intimi-
dating, but Singer does an excel-
lent job of laying out what
needs to be done and how to do
it. Throughout the book she of-
fers numerous examples, sample
forms, and worksheets to assist
librarians who undertake this
process.

The book serves as an excel-
lent how-to manual, but the real
value of Developing a Compen-
sation Plan for Your Library
may lie in the discussion of com-
pensation philosophy that is
woven throughout the book.
Singer encourages library admin-
istrators, trustees, and staff to
examine their own values and
goals, the missions of their li-
braries, and the environments in
which they exist to see how these
things contribute to developing a
compensation plan. While the
author may advocate a particu-
lar compensation system, her
method allows and even encour-
ages library administrators to
thoughtfully develop a compen-
sation system that works best for
their specific library. 

Even if they are not consid-
ering undertaking a compensa-
tion study, Developing a
Compensation Plan for Your Li-
brary may inspire library pro-
fessionals and human resources
staff to examine the whys and
hows of their existing compen-
sation plans and think about
them in a new way. And as
Martha Stewart might say,
that’s a good thing.—Vicki
Nesting, Regional Branch Li-
brarian, St. Charles Parish, East
Regional Library, Destrehan,
Louisiana

Youth Development
and Public Libraries
Tools for Success

Edited by Kurstin Finch
Gnehm. Evanston, Ill.: Urban
Libraries Council, 2002. 180p.
loose-leaf with a CD-ROM.
$20 (1-885251-26-2). 

Any library that is located
in a community with teens will
find this Urban Libraries Coun-
cil (ULC) publication an ener-
gizing, must-have resource. It is
designed to share the best strate-

If you are interested in reviewing or submitting
materials for “By the Book,” contact the contribut-
ing editor, Jen Schatz, 213 Waterfield Library,
Murray State University, Murray, KY 42071; 
jenschatz@earthlink.net.

“By the Book” reviews professional develop-
ment materials of potential interest to public librar-

ians, trustees, and others involved in library service.
PLA policy dictates that publications of the Public Library

Association not be reviewed in this column. Notice of new publica-
tions from PLA will generally be found in the “News from PLA” sec-
tion of Public Libraries.

A description of books written by the editors or contributing
editors of Public Libraries may appear in this column but no evalu-
ative review will be included for these titles.
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gies, tools, and information dis-
covered through extensive re-
search and studies conducted by
several public libraries. 

A result of the “Public Li-
braries as Partners in Youth De-
velopment” (PLPYD) initiative,
this toolkit was made possible
through a grant from Wallace-
Reader’s Digest Funds with the
hope that public libraries would
be encouraged to revamp their
services for the youth in their
communities. The grant gave
ULC capital to provide oversight
and technical assistance to ten of
the largest public library systems
throughout the United States.
Each of the PLPYD libraries re-
ceived planning grants, which
enabled them to conduct focus
groups with hundreds of youth
in their community to find out
what they liked and didn’t like
about the public library. 

Based on this information,
nine of the ten libraries applied
for and received three-year fol-
low-up implementation grants,
allowing them to exercise what
they had learned through the
focus groups. ULC again re-
ceived money to oversee and as-
sist the nine participant libraries
during their innovative work
with teens. The resounding
motto of this project was “with,
not for” teens. 

The nine PLPYD libraries
began implementing the project
with the hopes of making a last-
ing impact on the library profes-
sion through real, useful
experiences. To do this, several
librarians and teens worked dili-
gently to produce enlightening
information worthy of distribu-
tion to other libraries and li-
brarians attempting to break
into the world of twenty-first
century “teenagerdom.” 

The resulting publication,
packaged in a three-ring binder
format, is extremely well organ-
ized and thought out. An exten-
sive table of contents outlines
each topic and tool found in the
publication, and the accompa-
nying CD-ROM allows easy
modification of templates for
personalized use. 

Each of the five chapters is
designed around the philosophy
that every public library’s serv-
ice to teens should be built with
teens, not simply for them. The

materials in the binder are ready
to use and do not require grant
monies to implement. They are
designed to enhance existing
youth services, while helping to
avoid some major crises that
might arise without having this
background information. 

Chapters include “Finding
Out about Youth,” “Training
Staff for Work with Youth,”
“Employing Teens,” and “Ser-
vices with Teens.” Each chapter
is then divided into numerous
subheadings, and each one also
concludes with templates for
ready-to-use tools (such as sur-
veys, letters, evaluation forms,
sample interview questions,
sample scenarios, FAQ sheets).
Each of these tools is also avail-
able on the accompanying CD-
ROM. Once purchased, all
materials may be reproduced
without further permission
from ULC. 

Although most useful to li-
brarians serving and working di-
rectly with teens in the library,
this toolkit provides an excellent
knowledge base important to all
library staff. Anyone passionate
about library services will come
away from reading this publica-
tion feeling energized and moti-
vated to implement some of the
proposed strategies, and (thanks
to the well-prepared templates) it
shouldn’t be difficult to do.—
Cathie Bashaw Morton, Teacher/
Librarian, Somers (N.Y.) Library

Eric Moon
The Life and Library Times

By Kenneth F. Kister. Jefferson,
N.C.: McFarland, 2002. 442p.
paper, $30 (ISBN 0-78641-253-
4) LC 2001-007509.

If you’re overwhelmed with
job-related reading and want to
curl up with a rollicking good
read about a brilliant, irreverent
librarian who believed passion-
ately in our profession, pick up
this wonderful biography that
reveals much about the Anglo-
American library world in the
last fifty years. Kister doesn’t
tread lightly; he reveals Eric
Moon’s weaknesses as well as
his strengths, so one gets a real
sense of this brilliant but some-
times exasperating man who
worked in England, Canada,
and the United States.

The book opens with
Moon’s very humble birth in
England in 1923, his first job at
sixteen as a rebellious library
clerk in Southhampton Public Li-
brary, service in World War II as
a telegrapher and vaudeville co-
median, his library education in
Loughborough, and his first pro-
fessional library job in 1949 near
London. The story provides won-
derful insight into the lives of the
poor working class between the
two World Wars, British postwar
library education, and the tradi-

tion-bound British public library
service of the 1950s that Moon,
“brimming with bright ideas and
buoyant expectations” (62),
wanted to transform. Moon left
England in 1958, and after a
brief stopover as Newfound-
land’s chief librarian of public li-
brary services, he became editor
of Library Journal in 1959, based
in New York. Bowker hired him
to revitalize LJ, which Moon did
over the next nine years, chang-
ing it into an “informative, invit-
ing, combative magazine” with

Books in Brief
Annotations of Books Received but Not Reviewed

The Newbery and Caldecott Awards: A Guide to the Medal
and Honor Books. By the Association for Library
Service to Children. Chicago: ALA Editions, 2003.
175p. paper, $19, $17.10 ALA members (ISBN 0-8389-
3534-6).

Fully indexed, updated annotations for all New-
bery winners from 1922 and Caldecott winners from
1938.

The Browsable Classroom: An Introduction to E-Learning
for Librarians. By Carolyn B. Noah and Linda W.
Braun. New York: Neal-Schuman, 2002. 171p. paper,
$45 (ISBN 1-55570-425-5) LC2002-044521.

A discussion of the library’s role in electronic learn-
ing environments and distance education.

Maxwell’s Guide to Authority Work. By Robert L. Maxwell.
Chicago: ALA Editions, 2002. 274p. paper, $49, $44.10
ALA members (ISBN 0-8389-0822-5) LC 2002-
001326.

A step-by-step text for creating efficient, complete
authority records.

Interlibrary Loan and Document Delivery in the Larger
Academic Library: A Guide for University, Research,
and Larger Public Libraries. By Lee Andrew Hilyer.
Binghamton, N.Y.: Haworth, 2002. 130p. $39.95
(ISBN 0-7890-1950-7), paper, $24.95 (ISBN 0-7890-
1951-5) LC 2002-007005.

A practical, well-illustrated introduction to basic
interlibrary loan procedures.

Automating Media Centers and Small Libraries: A
Microcomputer-Based Approach, 2nd ed. By Dania
Bilal. Englewood, Colo.: Libraries Unlimited, 2002.
194p. paper, $38 (ISBN 1-56308-879-7) LC 2001-
050744. 

A nuts-and-bolts guide to the installation of
OPACs, circulation systems, and networks, as well as
discussions of linking to the Internet, wireless networks,
and more.

Technologies for Education: A Practical Guide, 4th ed. By
Ann E. Barron, et al. Englewood, Colo.: Libraries
Unlimited, 2002. 234p. paper, $48 (ISBN 1-56308-779-
0) LC 2001-050746.

Scenario-based introductions to various educational
technology topics such as computer graphics, digital audio
and video, distance learning, and assistive technologies. 
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lively articles and “animated and
probing editorials” on such con-
troversial topics as unions and
censorship (150).

Moon’s greatest contribu-
tion while at LJ was his “frontal
attack on American librarian-
ship’s deepest shame: the profes-
sion’s mute acceptance of, and
complicity in, acts of blatant
discrimination against black
people, particularly in the South
where most libraries and some
library associations were racial-
ly segregated by law or custom”
(151). Despite strong opposi-
tion from many quarters, Moon
published an LJ article and edi-
torial in 1960 on segregation
and the social responsibilities of
librarians that forced this issue
onto the national library agen-
da. Kister’s detailed explanation
of Moon’s involvement in the
battles between library factions
in a chapter called “Exploding
the Silent Subject” should be re-
quired reading for all LIS stu-
dents. 

Moon became chief execu-
tive officer and then president of
Scarecrow Press in 1969, a posi-
tion he held until 1978 when he
retired. From 1976–77, while at
Scarecrow, Moon was elected
the first British-born president
of the American Library Associ-
ation (ALA). It was during
Moon’s presidency that ALA’s
Intellectual Freedom Committee
released The Speaker, a film
about the First Amendment that
was labeled racist by many ALA
members and strongly con-
demned by the Black Caucus.
The furor about the film over-
shadowed many of Moon’s
presidential initiatives. Kister’s
research on this decade is partic-
ularly good, and anyone inter-
ested in ALA intellectual
freedom history will find this
story fascinating. 

Author Kenneth Kister is
well known as an authority on
reference materials and a fre-
quent contributor to library liter-
ature. His research for this book
included interviews with Moon
and his wife and many of their
friends and library colleagues
who contributed humorous
quotes and anecdotes. Kister’s ex-
cellent research regarding social
conditions in the early decades of
Moon’s life provides greater un-

derstanding of the public library
service that Moon so desperately
wanted to revolutionize.

I highly recommend this
book to all those interested in the
history of our profession, to all
association junkies interested in
the politics within the American
and British library associations,
and to those interested in an ex-
ceptionally well-written biogra-
phy about the passions (both
personal and professional) of a
“liberal activist who advocated
progressive change in the library
field and society as a whole”
(406).—Ann Curry, Associate
Professor, School of Library,
Archival, and Information Stud-
ies, University of British Colum-
bia, Vancouver

Internet Power
Searching
The Advanced Manual, 2d Ed.

By Phil Bradley. New York:
Neal-Schuman, 2002. 256p.
paper, $49.95 (ISBN 1-55570-
447-6).

Because the online revolu-
tion has been so rapid and per-
vasive, we tend to forget that
the Internet was essentially a
realm for academic and techni-
cal professionals before Tim
Berners-Lee introduced the Web
to the public in the mid-1990s.
Neither the vast growth of the
Net since then nor its most com-
monly used search utilities have
been designed primarily for in-
formation professionals. In-
stead, the popular search
engines rely upon volume and
algorithmic muscle to compen-
sate for the amateur searcher’s
lack of skill at constructing
well-defined searches. Nonethe-
less, these same engines can be
versatile, productive tools for
anyone with the knowledge Phil
Bradley offers in this new edi-
tion of his brilliant Internet
searching manual.

Bradley’s goal is for the se-
rious searcher to be able to se-
lect from a wide range of tools
and databases and to use each
efficiently. He therefore gives
more breadth and expert guid-
ance than one usually finds in
introductions to Internet search-
ing. The book begins with the
basic categories of search engine
(free-text, index-based, multi-

search, and natural-language),
using familiar examples of each
to illustrate the details of effec-
tive searching. A new chapter in
this edition explains the use of
advanced search engine func-
tions to find image, sound, and
multimedia items, and a second
new one describes Web sites for
finding people.

Further chapters lead the
reader to categories of online re-
sources that the amateur often
overlooks, in each case reveal-
ing the specialized information
available and how to search for
it. The databases covered in-
clude those of publishers, online
communities, commercial ag-
gregators (for example, Silver-
Platter’s multijournal research
databases), online journals,
newspapers, and bookshops. Fi-
nally, the book gives detailed at-
tention to virtual libraries and
gateways, to intelligent agents,
and to finding and searching
Usenet newsgroups and mailing
lists. Bradley emphasizes that
these are resources not only for
information but also for finding
people who have information.

The aim throughout is ex-
pert searching skills, and the
final third of the book addresses
this explicitly. Chapter 13 be-
gins with invaluable sample
searches and a discussion of
overall search strategy. Chapter
14 lists forty speed and efficien-
cy tips, ranging from the me-
chanics of URLs, country codes,
and domain names, to the fine
points of Web page and brows-
er use, to the manipulation of
frames sites and downloads.
Chapter 15 is an annotated bib-
liography of Web sites for keep-
ing up with the rapid changes in
the field. Three appendices offer
HTML code for search engine
links, country codes, and a list
of URLs mentioned in the book.

Bradley is concerned that
readers appreciate and be able
to exploit the changes the Inter-
net is making in the role of in-
formation professionals. With
global access, physical proximi-
ty is no longer a concern in find-
ing the most authoritative
sources. With no need for local
“just in case” collections,
searchers can concentrate on
“just in time” discovery and de-
livery of information. Yet since

the Internet is vast and unorgan-
ized, expert skills in defining and
accomplishing searches, evaluat-
ing the authority of sources, and
interpreting and timely delivery
of results still assure profession-
als a role as facilitators for infor-
mation consumers.

This second edition of In-
ternet Power Searching has new
chapters, updated examples and
links, and expanded discussions
of newer online utilities and of
future developments in the field.
While written primarily for in-
formation professionals, it uses
accessible language and exam-
ples. It will be a valuable re-
source for anyone desiring to do
more skillful online searching.—
Michael Austin Shell, Integrated
Library Services Librarian, Jack-
sonville (Fla.) Public Library

An Ounce of Prevention
Integrated Disaster Planning
for Archives, Libraries, and
Record Centers, 2d Ed.

By Johanna Wellheiser and Jude
Scott. Latham, Md.: Scarecrow,
2002. 283p. paper, $30 (ISBN
0-8108-4176-2) LC 2001-
049905.

Current events have sadly
taught us to be more aware of
disaster preparation. How can li-
braries prepare, given the differ-
ent types of media and people we
serve? An Ounce of Prevention
provides readers with thorough
instructions on the planning and
recovery processes. 

This comprehensive work
covers disaster information in
both Canada and the United
States. The opening chapters pro-
vide a brief overview of the recent
developments in disaster pre-
paredness. Surveys show that
while many libraries have experi-
enced collection losses, a high
percentage of them lack a disaster
manual. A listing and description
of different agencies available to
help in the event of an emergency
is particularly useful for readers.

The second chapter outlines
in great detail how to develop a
disaster plan. Every contingency
is considered, from outlining the
signs of impending disaster
where possible to dealing with
temporary locations for materi-
als. The warnings about haz-
ardous materials are timely and
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important considerations. It is
more likely, though, that most li-
braries will be dealing with
water damage. Further chapters
provide charts of temperatures
and the specific effects of weath-
er-related incidents on print and
computer resources. 

One of the best features of
this book is the presence of
checklists for security, storage,
and so forth. These break down
scary possibilities into manage-
able processes. For example, the
storage checklist includes de-

scription of types of restraints or
shelving furniture that will help
prevent earthquake damage.

Advance planning cannot,
of course, prevent all types of
damage, and this manual pro-
vides specific remedies for many
types of damage. The chart
“Summary of Recovery Options
for Water-Damaged Collections
and Records” provides a quick
and helpful reference for treat-
ing different types of media. 

Some areas such as boost-
ing employee morale and deal-

ing with documentation and in-
surance after a disaster make
this manual unique and espe-
cially realistic in dealing with
such situations. The book even
provides a “Personnel Welfare
Checklist.” Excellent references
are located at the back, includ-
ing a listing of where to find ex-
amples of disaster plans. 

The second edition of this
book expands coverage of types
of media so that more facilities
can use it, such as records cen-
ters. Other recent books do

cover multimedia, including Dis-
aster Response and Planning for
Libraries by Miriam Kahn (ALA,
2003), but this is certainly a
topic where the library should
acquire comprehensive informa-
tion in multiple sources. This
title will be especially useful for
public and corporate libraries.—
Amy Alessio, Teen Coordinator,
Schaumburg Township (Ill.) Dis-
trict Library  n
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Free Cumulative Index to
National Geographic Available
Online

National Geographic is one of the most-
used magazines in public libraries. Now
there is an easy way to search for articles in
any of the National Geographic Society’s
publications. As a public service, the
National Geographic Society is offering
access to their online magazine index at no
charge. 

This index contains more than 23,000
bibliographic records, one for each maga-
zine article, map, video, and so forth.
Along with the National Geographic mag-
azine (1888–present), the following maga-
zines and products are indexed: Adventure
magazine, Traveler magazine, Kids maga-
zine (formerly World), Explorer! for the
classroom, Research Journal (no longer
published), maps, videos, and education
products. 

The National Geographic Society
encourages libraries to link to this free
resource. For more information, contact
the index manager, Anne Marie Houppert,
at ahoupper@ngs.org.

www.nationalgeographic.com/
publications/explore.html

National Archives Offers New
Electronic Database

The National Archives and Records
Administration launched Access to
Archival Databases (AAD), a new research
tool that makes a selection of the organiza-
tion’s most popular electronic records
available to the public over the Internet. 

AAD is the first publicly accessible
application developed under the auspices
of the National Archives Electronic
Records Archives Program. AAD addresses
access to a specific type of electronic

record––databases and records that are
structured like databases.

AAD provides researchers with online
access to more than 350 databases created
by more than 20 federal agencies; the ability
to search, retrieve, print out, and download
records; and contextual information to help
researchers better understand the records.

Notable databases in the initial release
of AAD include:

n preservation survey of Civil War sites;
n combat casualties from the Vietnam

and Korean Wars;
n POWs from World War II and Korean

War;
n Japanese-American Internee files from

World War II;
n Port of New York ship passenger lists,

1846–1851 (Irish Famine database);
n death records from the Gorgas

Hospital Mortuary in Panama,
1906–1991; and

n indexes to black and white and color
NASA photographs, 1958–1991.

www.archives.gov/aad

National Center for Education
Statistics Offers Free Guide to
Web-based Resources

A Quick Guide to Education Data
Resources is a free tabletop display
designed for use in public libraries as a
quick reference guide to select easy-to-use,
Web-based databases from the National
Center for Education statistics (NCES). The
NCES databases will be of interest to
librarians, students, parents, and educators.

Produced by the NCES Library
Statistics Program, the guide is currently
being mailed to the 9,134 public libraries
included in the NCES Public Libraries
Survey universe and to all state library
agencies. 

NCES Web sites highlighted by this
guide include: 

n Search for Schools, Colleges, and
Libraries—public and private elemen-
tary and secondary schools, colleges,
and public libraries by city, state,
name, and zip code.

n Students’ Classroom—activities for
students, including math games and
activities, math concepts such as prob-
ability, information on famous mathe-
maticians, and a test to see how the
student compares to international stu-
dents.

n Quick Tables and Figures—data
searchable by keyword, topic, and
year.

n Electronic Catalog—downloadable
PDF files of NCES publications.

n Public Library Peer Comparison Tool
and the Academic Library Peer
Comparison Tool—detailed informa-
tion about individual libraries and
comparisons between individual
libraries and other libraries state- and
nationwide. 

Copies of the guide are free of charge.
To order, call ED Pubs at 1-877-4ED-Pubs
and provide the publication reference num-
ber NCES 2003-406. The tabletop refer-
ence can also be ordered online or
downloaded from the NCES Electronic
Catalog at http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/
pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2003406

Barnes and Noble to Publish the
World’s Greatest Classics 

Barnes and Noble has introduced Barnes
and Noble Classics—new, quality editions
of the world’s greatest classics. Each book
will contain authoritative texts and origi-
nal scholarship, including newly commis-
sioned introductions by leading experts
and study materials for a new generation
of readers. The books will be published in
various formats, including hardcover, trade
paperback, mass-market paperback, and e-
book. Prices will range primarily from
$3.95 to $9.95. The series will be available
to all bookstores, libraries, and whole-
salers throughout the country.

In addition to commentary, each book
will feature footnotes and endnotes, dis-

The contributing editor of this column is Vicki Nesting, Regional Branch
Librarian at the St. Charles Parish Library, Louisiana. Submissions may be
sent to her at 21 River Park Dr., Hahnville, LA 70057; vnestin@
bellsouth.net.

The above are extracted from press releases and vendor announce-
ments and are intended for reader information only. The appearance of such
notices herein does not constitute an evaluation or an endorsement of the

products or services by the Public Library Association or the editors of this magazine.
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cussion questions, an index, glossary, and
illustrations when appropriate. For exam-
ple, the edition of Vanity Fair will include
more than 100 illustrations by William
Thackeray himself. The books will also
feature significant biographical and histor-
ical notes, a timeline of cultural and histor-
ical events that put the author’s work into
context, and the “Inspired By” section,
which lists notable sequels, poems, plays,
films, and paintings inspired by the work.

The first fifteen titles appeared in
bookstores and on Barnes and Noble.com
in May. The next fifty titles will roll out
over the following eight months, at the rate
of about six per month, with one hundred
titles available by June 2004. As an ongo-
ing series of books, new titles will continue
to be published in the years ahead.

www.bn.com/classics

Extensive Database of American
Art Available on the Internet

AskART is an American Art database
available on the Internet, providing infor-
mation on nearly 30,000 American artists
from the 1600s to the present day. The site
serves as a resource for those interested in
artists and fine art, including images for
more than 120,000 individual artworks.

Title and full description accompanies each
image. Most of the content on the site is
available free of charge. Free AskART
services on the Web site include:

n one sample page of images by each
artist, if available;

n extensive artist biographies and an
index to books and periodicals in
which the artist is discussed;

n comprehensive bibliography of fine
art books, periodicals, and studies;

n detailed glossary of art terms;
n directories of more than 1,400 art

dealers and galleries;
n listings for more than 1,500 art muse-

ums;
n thousands of original fine artworks

currently for sale;
n access to educational essays;
n access to an art travel directory that

lists galleries and museums within a
certain geographic area; and

n free e-mail notification about artists
designated by the user.

In addition, the site includes the fol-
lowing services for members:

n auction records, in many cases going
back fifteen years;

n an artist’s entire set of images;
n access to a museum or dealer directory

by city, displayed geographically; and
n a listing of an artist’s museum hold-

ings, a feature unique to AskART.
www.askart.com

Marquis Who’s Who Now on the
Web

Marquis Who’s Who has launched a com-
prehensive Web-based product that offers
access to its database of more than one
million biographies. Marquis Who’s Who
on the Web includes movers and shakers
from both the United States and abroad.
The database is refreshed with daily con-
tent updates and features a simple, intu-
itive search interface that makes it possible
for users to conduct high-speed searches
twenty-four hours a day.

The database offers comprehensive
biographical coverage, including birth
data, family, education, career history, cre-
ative works, awards, military history,
achievements, current memberships, inter-
ests and hobbies, and contact information.
The site allows users to search by name or
by up to fifteen criteria such as age, gender,
address, occupation, education, and politi-
cal affiliation. The site also provides help-
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ful search tips to assist users with their
online research.

Biographies are displayed in the concise
Marquis style, with information now pre-
sented under subject headings (for example,
education, career, and professional member-
ships) making for easier reading. With an
efficient Web-based platform, the database
allows users to print or download informa-
tion quickly and search for people or groups
of people in a way not possible using the
traditional print volumes.

www.marquiswhoswho.com

The Library Media Project Offers
Film Sets to Libraries

The nonprofit organization Library Media
Project announced 20–25 percent dis-
counts for two popular film sets:

n Heritage: Civilization and the Jews. The
Peabody Award-winning Heritage
series is on three DVDs and consists of
nine one-hour programs that span three
centuries of Jewish history and culture. 

n I, Claudius. The acclaimed BBC-pro-
duced series is on five DVDs and con-
sists of series chronicling the lives of
the last Roman emperors. 

The Library Media Project also offers
libraries two additional collections:

n Cinema Classics on DVD. This collec-
tion contains more than 160 films
selected by Pulitzer Prize-winning film
critic Roger Ebert. Ranging across all
genres from the 1910s through the
1990s, these titles form the core video
collection in DVD format. 

n The Visual Arts. This videotape col-
lection contains almost 100 of the best
documentary films available about the
visual arts. The titles have been
selected by Nadine Covert, a leading
scholar and librarian in the field of art
on film. 

Since 1988, when it was founded as
the MacArthur Foundation Library Video
Project, the Library Media Project has been
curating high-quality film collections and
has sold films to more than 2,300 libraries.
In addition to its active collections, the
project continues to offer collection devel-
opment guidelines to libraries by listing
online collections, the titles of which it no
longer distributes, so that libraries can con-
tinue to identify the best titles for purchase. 

www.librarymedia.org

“Censorship in Schools and
Libraries” Exhibit 

When planning exhibits for Banned Books
Week, librarians may wish to consider the

new edition of the exhibit “Censorship in
Schools and Libraries,” published by the
Long Island Coalition against Censorship
(LICAC). The exhibit consists of thirty illus-
trations, each approximately 11" x 14",
with accompanying text that is 11" x 14".

Highlighted in the exhibit are the cen-
sorship of Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn, In the Night Kitchen, The Catcher in
the Rye, and the novels of Judy Blume and
Robert Cormier. U.S. Supreme Court and
lower court decisions are an integral part
of the exhibit. The new edition includes
efforts to censor the popular Harry Potter
children’s books, efforts to censor student
Web sites, the censorship of literary selec-
tions on language-arts examinations in
New York State, and an update of censor-
ship incidents in libraries and schools that
occurred from 1990 to 2003. 

The components of the exhibit may be
readily presented in the library on poster
boards and retained as a reference source.
Excerpts from the exhibit are available at
www.the-licac.org under “Censorship in
Schools and Libraries.” The cost of the
exhibit is $38, including mailing charges.
Additional information may be obtained
by contacting LICAC at: coalcen@
juno.com or LICAC, P.O. Box 296, Port
Washington, NY 11050.  n

PLA awards and honors are designed to highlight the best in
public library service. Nominate yourself, your library, or a
coworker for one of our distinguished services awards. Award
application are available on our Web site (www.pla.org) or by
calling 1-800-545-2433, ext. 5752. The deadline for receipt of
all PLA award applications is December 1, 2003.

PLA awards include:
Advancement of Literacy Award, honoring a publisher, book-

seller, hardware and/or software dealer, foundation or
similar group (i.e., not an individual) that has made a sig-
nificant contribution to the advancement of adult liter-
acy.

Allie Beth Martin Award, honoring a librarian who, in a pub-
lic library setting, has demonstrated extraordinary range
and depth of knowledge about books or other library
materials and has distinguished ability to share that
knowledge.

Baker & Taylor Entertainment Audio Music/Video Product
Award, designed to provide a public library the opportu-
nity to build or expand a collection of either or both for-
mats in whatever proportion the library chooses.

Charlie Robinson Award, honoring a public library director
who, over a period of seven (7) years, has been a risk

taker, an innovator and/or a change agent in a public
library. The recipient should have been active in national
and other professional associations and be known for
developing and implementing programs which are
responsive to the needs of community residents.

Demco Creative Merchandising Grant, providing cash and
supplies to a public library proposing a project for the
creative display and merchandising of materials either in
the library or in the community.

Excellence in Small and/or Rural Public Library Service
Award, honoring a public library serving a population of
10,000 or less that demonstrates excellence of service to
its community as exemplified by an overall service pro-
gram or a special program of significant accomplishment.

Highsmith Library Innovation Award, recognizing a public
library’s innovative and creative service program to the
community. (As part of the evaluation process with the
vendor, after three years the emphasis may change to
reflect new trends and needs.)

New Leaders Travel Grant, designed to enhance the profes-
sional development and improve the expertise of public
librarians new to the field by making possible their atten-
dance at major professional development activities.

Does Your Library Deserve an Award?
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