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Survey on Library Services for Spanish Speakers 
Results Summary 

Created by RUSA’s RSS Committee on Library Services for Spanish Speakers 
Survey data collected from May 5 to August 5, 2011 

 

Introduction 
 
The mission of the ALA RUSA RSS Library Services for Spanish Speaking Committee is to help 

improve library services for Spanish speaking patrons. Over the years the committee has 

offered conference programs and created print and online resources (see 

http://tinyurl.com/libraryservicesspanish ).  

Recently, the committee decided to assess the needs, successes and challenges experienced 

by librarians working with these populations around the country to help plan for future activities. 

Over the course of a year, the committee created, re-wrote, edited and honed a list of questions 

into an informal online survey targeting librarians from all types of libraries.  The survey was 

distributed through various professional email listservs including ili-l (instruction), publib-l (public 

libraries), colldv-l (collection development) and the REFORMA listserv.  

The survey was conducted between May 5 and August 5, 2011, and included 14 questions 

about the needs of Spanish-speaking patrons, successful programming, greatest challenges, 

collection development resources and professional development topics. Not all respondents 

answered all questions and some questions allowed for multiple answers. A total of 97 

individual librarians responded representing a variety of libraries, the majority of which were 

public. Although the survey could be taken anonymously, 55 respondents chose to provide 

contact information. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://tinyurl.com/libraryservicesspanish
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Percent of US Population 2006 – Hispanic or Latino 

 

 
 
 
Distribution of Survey Responses (48% of respondents provided location information) 
 

 
 

Not surprisingly, the distribution of responses coincides for the most part with areas that 

traditionally have had large Hispanic populations but some responses also reflect more recent 

trends of increased migration to “non-traditional” areas, including rural areas, especially in the 

Southeast. In future efforts the committee would like to gather more information from Florida 

and the Midwest.   
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Survey Results 

Note: Percentages based on total number of respondents (97) 
 
Q1. In which type of library do you currently work? 

 
 

Type Number Percentage 

Public 78 80% 

Academic 15 15% 

Special (Please specify type under "Other") 0 0% 

Other 4 4% 

TOTAL 97 ~100% 

 
Other: included online and school libraries.  
 
 
Q2. Please describe your library's service area. Examples: Urban, Suburban, Rural and/or 
Large, Medium, Small. Include approximate population numbers if possible. 
 

Service Area Number Percentage 

Large 4 4% 

Medium 3 3% 

Rural 6 6% 

Rural medium 6 6% 

Rural small 5 5% 

Small 3 3% 

Suburban 18 18% 

Suburban medium 2 2% 

Suburban rural 1 1% 

Urban 7 7% 

Urban large 25 26% 

Urban medium 12 12% 

Urban small 2 2% 

TOTAL 94 95% 
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Q3. What percentage of your community speaks Spanish? Please enter an approximate 
percentage below. 
 

Percentage of Spanish Speakers  
in Community 

Number  Percentage  

0-19% 38 39% 

20-39% 26 27% 

40-59% 13 13% 

60-79% 5 5% 

80-100% 9 9% 

TOTAL 91 93% 

 
 
 
Q4. What percentage of your patrons (library users) speak Spanish? Please enter an 
approximate percentage of Spanish speakers among your library users. 
 

Percentage of Spanish speaking patrons Number  Percentage  

0-19% 39 40% 

20-39% 23 24% 

40-59% 8 8% 

60-79% 6 6% 

80-100% 8 8% 

TOTAL 84 86% 
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Q5. What are the most significant information needs of your Spanish-speaking patrons?  
 
Note: respondents could select more than one checkbox. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Item Number Percentage 

Internet access 77 80% 

Computer classes 62 65% 

English language resources 75 78% 

Employment information 57 59% 

Health information 33 34% 

Legal information 33 34% 

Parenting information / Children's programs 47 49% 

Other 33 34% 

 
Other: citizenship and other government information, GED, cultural/recreational, and academic 
research information.   
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Q6. What have been the most successful programs that you have developed for your 
Spanish-speaking patrons? (Open-ended) 
 

Program/Activity # % Notes 

Parenting/Children’s 
Programs 

42 43% 28 were bilingual storytime or parenting programs and 
12 were 12 Día de los Niños celebrations. 

Computer/Internet 
Classes 

29 30%  

Language Education 26 27% 15 were classes and 9 were conversation groups. One 
was a Spanish as a second language class. 

Cultural Programs 21 22% 7 were holiday celebrations, 5 were musical events and 
3 involved crafts.  

Legal /Employment 
Information 

15 15% Included help with citizenship procedures, immigration 
rights, translation/interpretation and employment.  

Spanish Language 
Collections 

12 12% Included fiction and non-fiction materials in Spanish 
such as  language learning resources, DVDs and 
fotonovelas. 

University Instruction or 
Research Activities 

8 8% Included course integrated instruction sessions, 
research consultations, library tours for Spanish 
courses and working with the ESOL program. 

Outreach Activities 
(outside of library) 

7 7%  

No programs 7 7%  

Nationwide Education 
/Literacy Programs 

5 5% Included “Plazas Comunitarias”, Head Start programs 
and “Para los Niños” programs.  

Other 13 13% Included 5 book clubs, 4 instances of translation of 
materials, 2 health workshops and 2 mentioned their 
bilingual staff as a vital resource.  

 

The fact that the most frequent response involved parenting and children’s program suggests 

that these kinds of programs meet a real need in family’s lives and get community members into 

the library. Here is a representative quote:  

“Bilingual Storytime - ten years running; parents invested in program; they put together 

special celebrations like Cinco de Mayo and holiday programs with the librarian.  Good 

way for recent immigrants to socialize with other parents and also learn about library and 

community services.” 

Three of the top six responses relate to programs that assist patrons in acquiring new skills and 

knowledge, such as computer/internet classes, English language classes and legal or 

employment assistance.  Other frequent responses relate to maintaining patron’s connections 

with their home countries or cultures. These include various cultural heritage programs and 

Spanish language collection development. Here is a representative quote:  
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“Our most successful programs are our cultural arts programs that attract the largest 

number of patrons. These include our annual Hispanic Heritage Festival as well as 

various musical and crafts programs that we've worked on throughout the year.” 

Of note is “Plaza Comunitaria, a nation-wide program co-sponsored by the Mexican government 

which includes elementary and GED prep in Spanish, GED prep in English, and ESL classes. 

One respondent mentioned graduating 150 adult learners from 2007-2010. Another nation-wide 

program mention is the “Para los Niños” created by The Children’s Museum of Houston and the 

Houston Public Library. 

It’s important to note that 15% of survey respondents were from academic librarians. The 

specific activities and needs of this group is an area that could be explored further by the 

committee in the future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8 
 

Q7. What have been your biggest challenges in serving Spanish-speaking patrons? 

(Open-ended) 

 

Challenge 
 

Number Percentage 

Staffing/administration issues         30 31% 

Patron issues                             19 20% 

Materials            17 18% 

Outreach     14 14% 

Classes/programming  13 13% 

Miscellaneous    13 13% 

Community acceptance                    2 2% 

 

It is very telling that the greatest challenge identified was to provide excellent customer service 

lacking the necessary staff to do so. There is a clear need to recruit, employ and retain 

librarians who are qualified to best serve the patrons in their communities in the context of 

budget restraints. Here are two representative quotes: 

“I am the only bilingual staff person at HPL.  Other staff members have some Spanish 

vocabulary, but occasionally it is not enough to communicate well.  I am only scheduled 

25 hours per week.  That means there is a lot of time that the library is open but that 

there is not someone available to assist patrons if they have questions.”   

“Budget issues have caused a cut-back in staff which has caused a decrease in 

Librarians available for offered programming.” 

Getting community members to know about library programs, visit the library and become 

regular library patrons is another common challenge. Difficulties include unstable or migrant 

populations with busy and complicated lives and immigrants who did not frequent libraries in 

their countries of origin. Here is a representative quote: 

“(challenges include) access; linguistic barriers; Time constraints, theirs and ours; 

informing (patrons) of our services and resources; legal issues & trust; some are here 

without documentation.” 

A large percentage of survey takers also expressed difficulty in locating sources for collection 

development of Spanish language material. Others expressed a lack of interest by 

administration staff or the predominant culture:  

“This country seems to value English-only mentalities.” 
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Q8. What sources do you use to build your Spanish-language collection? (Open-ended) 

Source # % Item from most mentioned to least 

Vendors/Publishers’ 
catalogs 

56 46% Baker & Taylor 

BWI (Book Wholesaler Inc.) 

Brodart Books 

Ingram 

Lectorum 

Santillana 

Independent Publishers Group 

Casa del Libro 

Bi-lingual Publications Co. 

Children’s Press 

Cinco Punto Press. 

Trade Publications 30 31% Criticas Magazine 

  Library Journal 

Choice 

Multicultural Review 

School Library Journal 

 

People 24 25% Patron requests 

  Faculty requests 

Colleagues  

Book Fairs 22 23% Guadalajara Book Fair  

 “Liber” Book Fair in Madrid, Spain 

South American Book Fairs (Buenos Aires, Bogota)  

LEALA Spanish language book fair in Los Angeles 

Central Coll. Dev. 9 9%  

Professional 
Associations 

7 7% REFORMA  

ALA 

RSS Services to the Spanish Speaking Committee 

America Reads Spanish 
Campaign 

6 6%  

Amazon.com 6 6%  

Book Stores 5 5% Local/Independent bookstores 

  Barnes & Noble 

  Libreria Ghandi (Mexico) 

Online Library Catalogs 5 5%  

Other 10 Includes listservs, the ALA Pura Belpe Award, circ 
stats and grant funding and donations.  
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It’s interesting to note that the most frequently mentioned serial publication, Criticas Magazine, 

ceased to exist in 2009. Library Journal which was one of this magazine’s publishers has 

continued to review Spanish language books in a more limited fashion following considerable 

reader demand. 

 

Another source to note is the America Reads Spanish Campaign funded by the Spanish 

government which seeks to increase the use and reading of the Spanish language through 

libraries, schools and book stores in the US. 

 

A surprising result is that no one mentioned WebJunction.org which has a wealth of resources 

targeted specifically to librarians who work with Spanish speaking populations.  

 
 
Q9. Please indicate any social networking tools your Spanish speakers use to access 
your library's services. (Please feel free to select as many applicable technologies from 
the list below.)  

 
 

Tool Number Percentage 

Facebook 28 53% 

Twitter 6 11% 

MySpace 1 2% 

Question Point 24/7 7 13% 

Text messaging 4 8% 

Other virtual reference (please check 
"Other" and specify). 

5 9% 

Other 26 49% 

 

Other: about half indicated they didn’t know. Other responses included QR codes, Meebo and 

L-Net.  
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Q10. What professional development topics would help you serve your Spanish-speaking 

population? (Open-ended) 

 

 
 

Q11. Which method(s) of professional development are you most likely to use? Please 
check all that apply.  

 

 

Method Number Percentage 

ALA program (in-person) 32 33% 

Online training or webinar 66 68% 

Online resource list or web page 64 66% 

Print materials 57 59% 

Other 11 11% 

 
Other: “one on one”, PowerPoint, local training, Journal Articles, REFORMA listserv, and 
REFORMA and SALALM conferences.  
 
The results to questions 10 and 11 suggest that future programming and resources developed 
by the Library Services for Spanish Speaking Committee should focus on outreach, marketing 
and collection development topics.  
 
 

Topic Number Percentage 

Outreach/Marketing 27 28% 

Collection Development 25 26% 

Programming 16 16% 

Literacy (English and Spanish Language) 13 13% 

Technology/Social Networking 10 10% 

Cultural Training for Staff 10 10% 

Services (help with health, gov info etc.) 8 8% 

Spanish Classes for Staff 7 7% 

Assessment  3 3% 
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Q12. Are you a Spanish speaker? 

  
 

Response Number Percentage 

Yes 67 69% 

No 29 30% 

TOTAL 96 99% 

 
 
Q13. Please indicate your professional membership(s). Check all that apply. 

 
 

Professional Membership Number Percentage 

Reference and User Services Association 
(RUSA) 

9 9% 

REFORMA 54 56% 

American Library Association (ALA) - 
Please indicate specific associations and 
sections under "Other" below. 

58 60% 

Other 72 74% 

 

Other: Individual ALA divisions such as PLA, ACRL, AASL, YALSA and LLAMA; various state 

library associations; SALALM.  

 

Q14. Please enter your contact information below, if you are willing to provide more 

information or would like the results of this survey emailed to you. 

Note: 55 respondents provided contact information.  
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Key Findings 

This informal survey helped the committee identify some key trends and needs in library 

services to Spanish-speaking patrons: 

 Although most responses were from urban libraries or areas close to cities with large 

Hispanic populations, some responses reflect recent trends of increased migration to 

“non-traditional” areas, including rural areas, especially in the Southeast. 

 

 Most programs identified as successful aim to meet basic needs of community members. 

Examples include parenting and children’s programs, computer/internet classes, English 

language classes and legal or employment assistance.  Other successful programs help 

maintain a connection to Hispanic culture and information. 

 

 The biggest challenge in serving Spanish-speakers is trying to providing excellent 

customer service lacking the necessary staff to do so. Other challenges identified are 

establishing effective connections with the local community that translate into regular 

visits to the library, and locating sources for collection development of Spanish language 

material. 

 

 The majority of survey takers expressed a preference for online webinars, website and 

print resources for professional development. A third of respondents would prefer a 

conference program. Topics they would like to see covered include outreach, marketing, 

collection development and programming.  

 

Areas to Explore Further: 

 

 Although the majority of respondents were from public libraries and the key findings 

reflect this fact, it’s important to note that a significant number (15%) were from 

academic libraries.  The specific activities and needs of this group is an area that could 

be further analyzed.  

 

 Another topic that could be explored in more detail is the culture of origin of Spanish-

speaking patrons and how this influences library services and needs.  

 

 

  


