
A valuable complement to the public library 
and state library surveys is a qualitative 

component to better understand the 
quantitative responses. Each year, the research 
team conducts field interviews with library  
staff in at least two states. This year, the 
research team interviewed 22 public library 
staff members – mostly library directors and 
library IT directors – in two states: California 
and Oklahoma.

PLFTAS | 2010–2011 REPORTS FROM THE FIELD
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Executive Summary
For the past three years, California 
libraries have been battling the ef-
fects of the state’s ever-growing fi-
nancial crisis. In 2010, California 
had the third highest foreclosure 
rate in the nation—one in 200 
households in foreclosure— stran-
gling property tax revenue support.1 
Libraries interviewed for this study 
cautiously projected that the steep 
plunge in local funding might begin 
to level off in FY2012. 

Close to half of the California 
libraries interviewed had increased 
Internet capacity over the past two 
years. Libraries continued to install 
fiber optic connections as more 
funding became available through 
the American Recovery and Rein-
vestment Act, private grants and 
group discounts. In 2010, California 
received funding from the Broad-
band Technology Opportunities Pro-
gram (BTOP), benefitting libraries in 
Los Angeles and in the Central Valley. 
Statewide, 82.6  percent of libraries 

reported Internet access with maxi-
mum speeds of 1.5 Mbps or higher, 
matching the national average.

While budget constraints kept 
most libraries from making new 
technology purchases benefitting 
the public, many libraries reported 
that protecting their technology 
budget was a priority. Without ex-
ception, libraries reported delaying 
their public access computer re-
placement schedules by one to two 
years, supported by varying levels of 
IT support.

To meet the public demand for In-
ternet connectivity, California 
libraries, along with the rest of the 
nation, increased public wireless In-
ternet access (Wi-Fi). A number of 
libraries reported the increased use 
of Wi-Fi has put a tremendous strain 
on Internet capacity and access 
speed: the challenge to meet user 
needs and expectations is ongoing. 

The most important Internet ser-
vices provided to communities 
 continues to be support for 

 job-seekers and for those needing 
to access e-government resources. 
An FY2010 Library Services and 
Technology Act (LSTA) Literacy and 
Workforce Development grant is 
providing 14 California libraries, 
located in counties where the un-
employment rate and low literacy 
rate are higher than the state aver-
age, with training resources for 
computers, and online career and 
educational tools. 

Background
California has 181 public library 
 jurisdictions with 1,123 physical 
 locations and 63 mobile libraries 
(bookmobiles) to serve a population 
of over 38 million. The state ranks 
first in the nation for its number of 
physical locations. By jurisdiction, 
there are 46 county, 117 municipal, 
12 independent special districts, 
and six joint powers of authority 
(JPA) libraries. 

All but five of the 181 public 
libraries belong to one of the  

Summary
Libraries were selected from a pool of 
those responding to the Public 
Library Funding & Technology Access 
Study survey, and by recommenda-
tions made by staff at their respective 
state libraries. Interviewees were 
representative of rural, suburban, 
and urban libraries, as well as geo-
graphical diversity within each state. 
State library staff were also inter-
viewed to provide a statewide context 
for these field interviews. The inter-
views are not meant to provide a 
comprehensive view of public library 
technology in each state, but rather as 
descriptive, qualitative data gathered 
to deepen the understanding of is-
sues related to library funding and 
sustainability.

Key findings
The current funding landscape is 
significantly different for libraries 
in California and Oklahoma. Most 
California libraries interviewed are 
struggling with the effect of signifi-
cant, cumulative year budget cuts. In 
comparison, Oklahoma libraries re-
ported neither significant budget 
reductions or increases. Even with 
this difference, there are some 
common threads found in these in-
terviews:

n Most libraries do not antici-
pate any improvement in funding 
for FY2012. California libraries ex-
pect further reductions at the state 
and local levels, while Oklahoma 
libraries anticipate flat funding. As 
a result, many library directors 

 reported a reduction in hours, fro-
zen or reduced staffing levels, and 
deferred computer replacements.

n The majority of libraries had 
either recently launched download-
able e-book collections, or were in 
the process of funding an initial 
e-book collection.

n With increased Wi-Fi avail-
ability and usage, many libraries 
expressed concern about the grow-
ing strain on connectivity capacity 
and speed.

n Nearly all libraries reported an 
increase in technology use since last 
year. Job-seekers and e-government 
services are the reasons for much of 
this increase; there are also insuffi-
cient computers and available staff 
to meet patron needs.

CALIFORNIA FIELD REPORT
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eight regional cooperatives, estab-
lished for the purpose of providing 
collaborative reference, communi-
cation and delivery services, staff 
development training and grant ad-
ministration.

State-level support for public 
libraries comes from the Public 
Library Foundation, which provides 
per capita allocations; the California 
Library Services Act, which provides 
partial reimbursements for direct 
and interlibrary loans (transaction-
based reimbursement); and the Cal-
ifornia Library Literacy and English 
Acquisition Service, which provides 
English language literacy instruc-
tion to native and non-native Eng-
lish-speaking youth and adults.

The State Library provides train-
ing for library staff through Info-
people, funded by annual grants 
from the Institute of Museum and 
Library Services through LSTA. In-
fopeople offers fee-based onsite and 
online training, and free webinars. 

In FY2009 (the most recent year 
for which national statistics are 
available), California’s public 
libraries reported hosting 172.4 mil-
lion visits, answering 36.2 million 
reference questions, and circulating 
more than 237.9 million items. Cali-
fornia residents are served by 12,375 
employees, of whom 3,596 hold a 
Master’s degree in Library and In-
formation Science.2 

The state ranks 48th in the nation 
for full-time equivalent (FTE) staff 
per 25,000 residents, with 8.36 FTE 
compared to the national average of 
12.31 FTE. The state also ranks 28th 
(including the District of Columbia) 
in total operating revenue per capi-
ta, with $34.85 compared to the na-
tional average of $38.62 per capita.3 

California averages 15.67 public 
access computers per location, 
which is above the national average 
of 13.18. However, the state ranks 
49th (including the District of 

 Columbia) in public access comput-
ers per 5,000 residents.4

Twelve library staff members — 
mostly library directors or library IT 
directors from 11 libraries, and one 
regional library system director — 
were interviewed between Septem-
ber 2010 and January 2011. They 
represent service populations rang-
ing from 24,000 to 1.3 million peo-
ple. Only one library provides 
service through a single location; 
the other 10 libraries have from 
three to 36 outlets. Research staff 
also interviewed California State 
Library staff. Although the inter-
views are not meant to provide a 
comprehensive view of public 
library technology in the state, in-
terviewees’ comments help illumi-
nate trends, challenges and 
successes of serving the public in 
California libraries.

Funding 
California’s economic crisis looms 
large, with a FY2010 budget deficit 
of 52.8 percent, and a projected 
29.3 percent deficit in FY2012.5 
Widespread foreclosures have de-
pressed property values that, in 
turn, support libraries. A downturn 
in sales tax revenues has also af-
fected local funding.

California libraries receive local 
revenues in different ways, depend-
ing on library type. City and county 
libraries typically receive general 
funds, while special district and 
county libraries benefit from dedi-
cated property tax revenue. JPA 
libraries generally include a blend 
of both funding patterns.6

All 11 interviewed libraries re-
ported a decrease in public funding; 
in fact, most have reported decreas-
es consecutively for the past two to 
four years. The annual reductions 
generally are in the 8-12 percent 
range, with three libraries reporting 
two-year cumulative reductions 

 between 24-40 percent. Libraries 
noted that the cuts they experienced 
are typically representative of those 
sustained by other city or county 
agencies. In 2006, the passage of 
Proposition 1A allowed the state to 
borrow from local governments 
twice in ten years. In 2010, many 
libraries are impacted by these state 
“takeaways.”

One library director reported flat 
funding for three years, with the ex-
pectation that one more year would 
be at the same level. Another library 
director was mildly optimistic that 
her library would only have a 4 per-
cent reduction for FY2011, after ex-
periencing 8 percent reductions in 
both FY2009 and FY2010. The in-
terviewees had varied opinions re-
garding how soon these funding 
reductions would level off.

The Chula Vista Public Library, 
which serves a community with one 
of the highest foreclosure rates in 
the nation, has experienced cumu-
lative budget decreases of 40 per-
cent over two years, and 60 percent 
over four years. During that same 
period, the library’s collection bud-
get has been reduced by 80 percent, 
and the staff has been reduced from 
71 people to 20. 

With city funding down 25 per-
cent over two years, the San Jose 
Public Library has responded with 
cuts in staff and hours. The library 
has not yet had to reduce the tech-
nology or collection budget, thanks 
to parcel and transfer taxes. The 
library, located in Silicon Valley, has 
been affected by nine years of bud-
get cuts following the dot.com bust. 
Outlets are presently open only four 
and a half days per week, with the 
expectation of further reductions to 
three days next year.

In the face of continued reduc-
tions in funding and revenues, most 
of the libraries interviewed were in-
tent on protecting their technology 
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funding. They expressed the com-
mon belief that “technology is our 
bread and butter.” Generally, the 
first level of cuts was to collections, 
often in the 25-30 percent range, 
followed by reduced hours, and then 
staff layoffs. “Technology was for-
merly a backbone of libraries,” said 
the director of the San Diego County 
Library, “and now it’s become the 
front door of public service.” 

Libraries are investing in new 
technology infrastructure and ser-
vice models to experience increased 
savings over time. Many of the 
libraries interviewed had already 
installed, or were in the process of 
implementing, RFID systems, auto-
mated materials handling and self-
check terminals. The investment 
will likely be recouped in staff sav-
ings, generally not obtained through 
layoffs, but by freeing up staff to 
work in other areas. 

The Plumas County Library is mi-
grating to an Open Source integrat-
ed library system (ILS) with a grant 
for the migration and first year sup-
port. “Overall, the cost of our ILS 
will be much less, and I am confi-
dent that it will provide an excellent 
user experience,” said the library 
director. Plumas County is the only 
library that reported its technology 
budget is 100 percent grant-funded.

Libraries reported more exami-
nation of outsourcing options in re-
sponse to continuing economic 
challenges to free up staff for other 
work. Two libraries reported out-
sourcing cataloging services, and 
one library was outsourcing its in-
bound calls to a call center.

Even when the technology budget 
is not cut, interviewed libraries are 
unable to expand or upgrade sys-
tems and hardware. Alternative 
sources to fund new purchases in-
clude grants and sponsorships, and 
the important contributions from 
Friends organizations. At the Palos 
Verdes Library District, funding for 
programs and Sunday open hours 

comes from their Friends, which 
increased the contribution this year 
from $200,000 to $300,000. In 
contrast, the Santa Clara County 
 Library‘s funding from their 
Friends, which had supported extra 
hours at one location for three 
years, has decreased by $162,500.

Technology Resources 
The number of public access com-
puters per location ranged from two 
at a rural library outlet to 400 at the 
central outlet of an urban library.  
All but one of the California 
libraries interviewed have wireless 
access at all locations. 

With continued high levels of de-
mand for Internet access, many 
libraries have reached their build-
ing’s space capacity. Libraries look 
to Wi-Fi to alleviate some of the 
need for additional public access 
computers. In-house lending of 
laptops and netbooks is in place at a 
few of the libraries interviewed. For 
example, the San Bruno Public 
Library was able to expand access 
beyond its 13 public workstations 
with the purchase of four netbooks 
for in-house use in April 2010.  
The netbooks are barcoded and 
tagged, and patrons must sign use 

 agreements. With only three public 
electrical outlets, it was necessary to 
significantly expand electrical ac-
cess and seating to support overall 
Wi-Fi use. Insufficient infrastruc-
ture for electrical access is not 
unique to San Bruno Public Library; 
54 percent of libraries nationwide 
reported this as one of the impor-
tant or most important factors in-
fluencing the addition of public 
library workstations.

Many expressed an interest in 
mobile teaching labs for both in-
house use and for community out-
reach. However, financial 
constraints are limiting implemen-
tation by libraries such as Plumas 
County, which had obtained a grant 
for a mobile teaching lab with eight 
laptops. Their plans for public 
training had to be put on hold due to 
lack of staff availability.

The landscape for formal tech-
nology training for patrons varies 
greatly among those interviewed. 
One director told us, “Right now, 
it’s just about keeping the doors 
open.” Conversely, the San Diego 
County Library offers a robust of-
fering of public technology training 
led by staff and community volun-
teers. The library, which has one of 

Waiting for the San Diego County Library-Encinitas branch to open. 
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the largest Arabic-speaking com-
munities in the U.S., offers com-
puter instruction in Arabic, as well 
as in Spanish. 

The San Joaquin Valley Library 
System, one of California’s eight re-
gional cooperatives, provides sup-
port and services for 10 public 
libraries comprised of 113 outlets in 
the Central Valley. The system direc-
tor reports a high success rate with 
classes offered at its member 
libraries. The libraries serve a popu-
lation with approximately 18 percent 
unemployment and 40 percent adult 
illiteracy. The Tulare County Library 
was the first in the system to offer 
free computer classes, and still of-
fers two to three per week. “People 
stay and progress through various 
classes. Several customers started at 
square one, and after several months 
of classes, bought a home computer,” 
said the system director.

One California library is planning 
a pilot project that will use a club 
model rather than formal classes. 
The library director reports that 
“we’re finding people are not stick-
ing with the curricular approach, 
but do want support and continuity. 
We’re looking to provide a place 
where students can learn from each 
other, with facilitation and coaching 
from staff or a skilled volunteer.”

Most of the libraries interviewed 
have downloadable books; some 
have recently added e-books to 
their audiobook collections. One 
California library was able to sup-
plement a limited budget for 
e-books this year with a grant that 
included a donation of 15 e-readers 
for checkout. Only one library did 
not yet have downloadable-books, 
but is hoping to find a grant to start 
the collection with assistance from 
its library cooperative.

Libraries continue to provide the 
ever popular e-resources for home-
work help, adult learning, and job 

resources. A number of libraries 
purchase these collections through 
discounts from their regional coop-
eratives. Still, interviewees reported 
significant reductions in their data-
base collections that they don’t en-
vision recovering. “We’re cutting 
databases big time, and not because 
there’s a better alternative, but be-
cause nobody uses them. It’s just not 
good use of taxpayer money. And we 
can argue till the cows come home 
about whether people are getting 
better information elsewhere, but 
they’re getting their information 
elsewhere and I don’t know that I 
can be throwing good money after 
bad,” said the Palos Verdes Library 
District director.

Most libraries expressed a desire 
to provide mobile applications 
(apps) for patrons, but a number 
expressed frustration at not having 
the staff available for the app devel-
opment process. “We have to be 
where the people are. And where are 
they? On their devices,” said one 
library director. The Contra Costa 
County Library received a grant to 
develop a mobile platform compati-
ble with QR (Quick Response) code 
technologies. “We are using QR 
codes to provide a window into con-
tent in context, not just sending us-
ers to a mobile website,” said a 
library staff member. The library 
currently has posters inside county 
buses which allow for direct access 
to downloadable audiobooks and 
e-books on smart phones; books are 
also being tagged with QR codes to 
provide direct access to read-alike 
recommendations.

The Santa Clara County Library 
has been able to expand reference 
services with the addition of em-
bedded chat in the library catalog. 
Available at the library and remote-
ly, the chat pops up when a user gets 
zero results, initiating chat with a 
librarian for modifying the search. 

“Once we started showing up when 
and where people needed us, they 
really started to use us,” said the di-
rector. The Library’s e-reference 
(chat, e-mail, text) increased 33.6 
percent in FY-2010 over the previ-
ous year’s e-reference. Traditional 
reference (in person and by phone) 
declined 3.6 percent during the 
same period. 

Self-check systems are providing 
greater efficiencies for staff, and 
greater self-sufficiency for library 
users. One interviewee reported 
“the hard part was trying to convince 
the patrons and staff that the self-
checks weren’t a budget or staff-cut-
ting tool. I kept telling them, we 
already cut the budget; this is to help 
you with the budget cut.” After two 
years, usage at that library is in the 
70-80 percent range.

Connectivity
Libraries are continuing to migrate 
to fiber optic connections as more 
funding options—the American Re-
covery and Reinvestment Act, con-
sortia discounts, state and private 
grants, and E-rate—have become 
available, as well as some general 
pricing reductions. 

Libraries in rural areas in the 
north and central parts of California 
report success in their pursuit of 
Internet connection upgrades to 1.5 
Mbps. For example, 56 library out-
lets in the San Joaquin Valley 
Library System are in the process of 
upgrading to 1.5 Mbps as recipients 
of an Opportunity Online grant from 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Founda-
tion. Overall, 72 California library 
outlets in 19 jurisdictions are par-
ticipating in these grants that pro-
vide for one-time service upgrade 
costs, including equipment and 
technical support; E-rate applica-
tion support; and funds for 50 per-
cent of the telecommunications 
costs for two years.
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With increased Wi-Fi access and 
use, a number of libraries ex-
pressed concern about the accom-
panying negative impact on 
connectivity capacity and speed. 
One California library technology 
manager noted that “With so many 
mobile devices tapping into our 
system, we are close to hitting our 
saturation point.” The library’s 
public computers and Wi-Fi are on 
the same pipeline, which also adds 
to system strain. All branches have 
15 Mbps out to a hub on a shared 
city network, so top speed is not al-
ways available at peak times. 
Library staff is researching a net 
equalizer that would even out 
download times between someone 
streaming video and an e-mail 
search, although there is not fund-
ing presently available to follow 
through on this project. 

In 2010, California received 
American Recovery and Reinvest-
ment Act funding for grants in both 
Round 1 and Round 2 of BTOP. The 
only California library beneficiary 
in Round 1 was the Los Angeles 
Public Library, as part of the 
$7,496,157 grant to the Los Angeles’ 
Computer Access Network to expand 
and upgrade 188 public computer 

centers at libraries, workforce cen-
ters, parks, and youth and family 
centers in low-income and non-
English-speaking communities. 

Libraries in the Central Valley 
will benefit from a BTOP Round 2 
grant awarded to the Corporation 
for Education Network Initiatives in 
California. The $46,619,757 grant 
will build a 1,371 mile fiber optic in-
frastructure through 18 counties, 
providing direct fiber optic connec-
tivity to 63 anchor institutions and 
access by another 40 anchor sites, 
and hundreds of thousands of busi-
nesses and residences. The library 
community was a key player in con-
necting various organizations in the 
state in discussions that directed 
the planning for this successful 
grant application.

Technology Support 
and Maintenance
The libraries interviewed univer-
sally reported delaying their public 
workstation replacement schedules 
by one or two years, providing for 
four- to five-year equipment reten-
tion cycles. Two libraries reported 
purchasing new warranties to cover 
their public access computers for 
an extended five-year period, so 

were less concerned about mainte-
nance issues.

One city library reports that 
slashed budgets have delayed work-
station replacements beyond five 
years. “At this point we are not re-
freshing equipment, but instead re-
lying somewhat on hand-me-downs 
from the city’s enterprise depart-
ment as they cycle equipment on a 
more frequent basis.”

Overall, libraries reported that 
computers were rarely out of service 
for any extended time. Interviewees 
noted that efficient setup and tight 
security programming appear to ad-
dress minimal software problems; 
the primary maintenance is in re-
sponse to the expected and eventual 
“end of life” for the hardware.

The level and source of IT support 
varied greatly among the inter-
viewed libraries. At the Plumas 
County Library, the director handles 
all computer updates for its four 
outlets that are spread out across 
3,600 square miles. Sierra County 
Library also contracts with Plumas 
for remotely handled IT services for 
its four outlets. “Due to staff short-
ages, there are always delays. For 
example, it was two months after the 
acquisition of a new online career 

Left: Self check-out at the San Diego Public Library; Right: Wi-Fi use at the San Diego County Library
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resource by our system before I had 
time to load the link to our website,” 
commented the director.

One library director reports that 
her library has no in-house IT staff, 
and depends on the city’s under-
staffed IT department. “We had a 
donation of three laptops for patron 
use, and a year later, we are still 
waiting for the city IT staff to com-
plete the setup. If they could have 
turned them around in a month, we 
could have gone back and asked for 
more,” said the library director.

The San Jose Public Library re-
ports supporting 1,000 public access 
computers system-wide with 10 FTE 
for IT. “In spite of cuts, we’ve kept 
this constant. Technology is at the 
heart of what a library is about,” said 
the San Jose Public Library director.

Changes Over Past Years
All the interviewed libraries con-
firm the tremendous growth in use 
of library Wi-Fi, supplementing 
nearly 100 percent public access 
computer use at peak times. The 
Plumas County Library reports use 
of public computers increased 13 
percent last year, and 40 percent 

over the past three years. The library 
director reports that some patrons 
have said they have canceled home 
Internet access and cable to save 
money. Sixty-seven percent of Cali-
fornia libraries reported an increase 
in use of Wi-Fi over the last year.

Services for job-seekers and ac-
cess to government information and 
services remain among the most 
important services provided to the 
community. One library director re-
ports that with the continued influx 
of job-seekers, “there are still many 
people at a complete loss as to how 
to search online.” To support the 
work of its member library jurisdic-
tions, several of the regional coop-
eratives developed LSTA grant 
programs to expand resources and 
services for workforce recovery. 

To meet the increasing demand 
for downloadable books, many 
libraries are looking for funding in 
grants and donations. Two libraries 
are expecting to be able to add 
e-book collections this year with 
discounts arranged through their 
 regional cooperative system. State-
wide, 77.3 percent of libraries 
reported offering e-books, an  

increase of 12 percent over two years.
A number of libraries interviewed 

reported an increased patron inter-
est in mobile applications. Many 
libraries are developing applica-
tions for the website and catalog as 
well as for direct access to content, 
such as downloadable e-books and 
audiobooks. Santa Clara County Li-
brary’s mobile apps for a discovery-
based catalog and for social 
networking are proving to be very 
popular. “We read online comments 
saying how excited people are about 
this way of using the catalog, which 
allows them to keep their own lists 
and share what they are reading,” 
said the library director.

Challanges
The greatest challenge libraries face 
in maintaining access and quality of 
service is the impact of the contin-
ued decreases in funding. Libraries 
are struggling between maintaining 
library hours with reduced staff and 
services, versus reduced hours with 
full, or close to full staffing levels 
that support higher service levels; in 
fact, 44.5 percent of California 
libraries reported a decrease in the 
number of open hours, well over the 
national average of 15.9 percent.

The Chula Vista Public Library 
director said, “I believe it is better 
to keep the doors open with fewer 
people. Service suffers, but people 
want a Wal-Mart type schedule: I 
know you’re open at 8 and open till 
10. When you close the doors, peo-
ple go away and don’t come back.” 
Another library director comment-
ed that “she did not want to decrease 
library hours because she didn’t 
want the library to become less 
 relevant.”

For others, the mission of the 
library can only be served if funding 
for technology is preserved. “Our 
plan is to protect technology at basi-
cally all costs, but there’s a finite 

Typical waiting lines for computers at the San Diego Public Library
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amount we can do when your fund-
ing is flat… We really need to reduce 
our hours so that we can spend more 
money and have a quality library 
system, rather than keeping a skele-
ton crew out there.”

Most of the interviewees com-
mented that having staff trained and 
comfortable with new technologies 
continues to be a challenge. Staffing 
shortages resulting from budget 
cuts reduced the time available to 
staff for training. For some 
libraries, even with state or consor-
tia discounts, the fees for training 
sessions are prohibitive. 

One of the greatest barriers in 
providing the appropriate level of 
service cited by many is the contin-
ued reluctance of some staff to en-
gage with new technologies. The 
reluctance from staff was attributed 
to a lack of interest, and a lack of 
comfort with the continual changes 
in technology and related services. 

In response to demands of the 
ever-expanding technology, one 
library director explained that, “We 
are looking at hiring non-librarians 
to work in some positions on the 
frontline because we need a higher 
level of technical skills and some-
times it makes more sense to hire 
that skill than to train for it.”

With the growing popularity of 
downloadable e-books and audio-
books, many interviewees expressed 
frustration with the issues of digital 
rights management controls, down-
load complexity, and device com-
patibility. There is concern that 
libraries cannot provide adequate 
service, which may cause people to 
give up on the library. “It’s wonder-
ful to have a little thing in your hand 
and push a button and there’s a 
book. But I think people are going to 
get tired of paying an online book-
seller every time they want to read 
something. But to have really strong 
downloadables, we have to free our-
selves. We need to rework our 
library products – they are much too 

difficult. You go through 50 steps 
and the thing still doesn’t work,” 
said one library director.

Successes
The interviewed libraries reported 
past year accomplishments that 
made a difference in meeting the 
needs of their community. Contra 
Costa County Library’s success was 
echoed by other interviewees: in 
light of two consecutive years of ex-
tensive budget cuts due to the loss 
of property tax revenues, a Contra 
Costa staff member said, “the abili-

ty to continue to extend services or 
provide new services in the face of 
reduced funding has been one of 
our greatest accomplishments.”

A number of library directors 
shared the observation that, due to 
current economic pressures and the 
perception of serving an “anti-tax 
community,” there is little prospect 
of additional tax funding. However, 
last year the San Diego County 
Library and the Lemon Grove 
School District received 73 percent 
voter approval for a bond to fund a 
new joint-use facility, one of five 
new capital projects that will come 
to fruition within the next two 
years.

New technology-based service 
models, such as RFID, self-check 
machines, and online payment and 
registration are expected to provide 
continued growth and improvement 
in processes. “For us the issue is al-
ways about self-sufficiency, which 
is what most want. As we move pa-
trons along to doing their own work 

- the work we used to do - that al-
lows us to not only save money, but 
to shift our resources,” said one 
library director.

The need for alternate funding 
sources for technology continues, as 
libraries look to their Friends orga-
nizations and foundations in addi-
tion to grants and sponsorships,. 
The director of the Palos Verdes 
Library District reported their 
Friends organization enhanced its 
fundraising efforts and was success-
ful in providing the financial sup-
port for a significant increase in the 

number of public computers. Last 
year, Tulare County Library’s Foun-
dation raised $580,000 for a new 
building and established an endow-
ment fund.

With a federal grant from the city 
and an LSTA matching grant, the 
San Bernardino County Library 
purchased 100 portable devices for 
what the former library director de-
scribed as “an experiment in terms 
of being more relevant to what peo-
ple want.” The pilot project pur-
chase includes everything from 
children’s book readers to Kindles 
to notebooks. The library plans to 
create a portable device area for 
parents and children (up to age 
 seven) to jointly gain exposure  
and comfort in the use of various 
 technologies.

As part of the working group that 
developed the BTOP grant that will 
bring high bandwidth to 18 Central 
Valley counties, the director of the 
San Joaquin Valley Library System 
reflected on how the project raised 

“The ability to continue to extend 
services or provide new services in the 
face of reduced funding has been one 
of our greatest accomplishments.”
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the profile of California libraries. 
“County administrative officers and 
city managers are beginning to see 
libraries as key players in the infor-
mation age. It elevates our status 
with the cities and counties, which 
we can leverage for visibility. Ven-
dors have come to see the library as 
an anchor institution. It’s an op-
portunity to bring the library in as a 
player.”

In looking to the future, many 
libraries are actively exploring new 
partnerships and services that could 
provide greater sustainability for 
the library in the coming years. 
Some libraries are considering  
expanding their business center 
services, such as printing and  
videoconferencing, and in higher-

income communities, plan to devel-
op a fee schedule for a new revenue 
stream.

A priority for many interviewees 
is the establishment or expansion of 
partnerships with schools. State and 
federal grants can provide substan-
tial support for combined services 
and facilities. For example, in Santa 
Clara County, the library director 
expressed tremendous potential in 
school partnerships. “As schools are 
laying off librarians, and dropping 
databases, we are getting calls from 
schools to see what we can offer to 
teachers. Some say this is not our 
job. Yet, it might be our future mis-
sion. This is a great opportunity to 
become the classroom for the com-
munity in a bigger way.” 

Conclusion 
California libraries are bracing for 
new deep reductions to state funding 
after consecutive years of struggling 
to retain services after decreased lo-
cal funding. There is the very real 
potential that key public library pro-
grams will be eliminated. Many Cali-
fornia library directors report that, 
even with current budget levels, the 
choice will not be whether to make 
service cuts, but where to make the 
cuts. Libraries continue to search for 
ways to meet the high demand for 
public computers and Internet ac-
cess, training and assistance with 
critical job search and e-government 
needs, while juggling insufficient 
technology, reduced staffing levels, 
and fewer open hours.

Executive Summary
Oklahoma’s cities and towns are 
spread throughout a state that re-
mains largely rural in the majority of 
its 77 counties. One of the most fre-
quently identified essential tools that 
a community must have to expand its 
economic potential and community 
growth is access to technology.

While most library directors re-
ported that budgets have remained 
stable in FY2011, funding for the 
coming fiscal year is not likely to in-
crease. In order for libraries to pro-
vide better assistance to patrons for 
education, job-seeking and e-gov-
ernment services, more staff and 
staff expertise are needed and, with 
no future increase in funding antic-
ipated, these will remain major 
challenges. Oklahoma libraries re-
ported total operating expenditures 
in FY2010 at $28.11 per capita, un-
changed in FY2011. 

Nearly every library director re-
ported that they have or will be get-
ting connection speeds up to or 
greater than 30 Mbps, thanks to a 
major BTOP grant received by the 
Oklahoma Department of Libraries 
to upgrade broadband and comput-
ing capabilities at 44 public library 
sites around the state. Four rural 
public libraries interviewed for  
this study are part of this $2.3  
million BTOP grant. “High speed 
access and new equipment will 
open up a host of educational and 
economic opportunities for these 
communities,” said Oklahoma  
Department of Libraries Director 
Susan McVey. 

The BTOP program, titled Ok-
Connect, will be leveraged with a 
matching grant of $1 million from 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Founda-
tion. Oklahoma will have $3.3 mil-
lion with which to implement 

improvements to technology re-
sources and broadband capabilities 
for many of the state’s public 
libraries.7 

Background
Oklahoma has 115 public library 
systems with 206 physical locations 
and four mobile libraries 
( bookmobiles) to serve a popula-
tion of three million residents. The 
majority of libraries are organized 
as municipal government libraries 
(87.8 percent), and almost all 
libraries are single outlet libraries 
(92.2 percent). In FY2009 (the 
most recent year for which national 
statistics are available), Oklahoma 
libraries reported hosting more 
than 14.5 million library visits; an-
swering 2 million reference ques-
tions; and circulating more than 20 
million items (e.g., books, films, 
sound recordings, audiobooks). 

OKLAHOMA FIELD REPORT
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The state is slightly below the na-
tional average of circulating items 
per capita – 6.95, compared to 7.72 
nationally.

Oklahoma residents are served by 
1,283 employees, of whom 227 hold 
a Master’s degree in Library and In-
formation Science. The state ranks 
34th in the nation (including the 
District of Columbia) for full-time 
equivalent (FTE) staff per 25,000 
residents, with 10.77 FTE compared 
to a national average of 12.31 FTE. 
Oklahoma ranks in the bottom half 
(36th) of the country in operating 
revenue per capita - $30.91 per cap-
ita, compared with a national aver-
age of $38.62.8

Five library directors, two library 
system directors, and two IT direc-
tors at seven libraries were inter-
viewed between January 2011 and 
March 2011. They serve communi-
ties ranging in population size from 
700 to 600,000 residents. Five of 
the libraries interviewed provide 
service from one single outlet, while 
the other two library systems have 
15 to 25 outlets. Research staff also 
interviewed members of the Okla-
homa Department of Libraries 
whose comments helped illuminate 
trends, challenges and successes of 
serving the public in Oklahoma 
libraries. 

Funding
With primary funding from a di-
verse blend of sales taxes, property 
taxes, and utility revenues, the over-
all funding landscape for those in-
terviewed is neutral, with stable 
funding expected. As a result, Okla-
homa library directors have been 
carefully trimming to meet current 
budgets and are cautiously planning 
future expenditures. 

Langley, Miami, and Ponca City 
public library directors all report 
flat funding for FY2011, with the 
same expected for FY2012. “Our city 
is fairly conservative in terms of the 
way they budget. And as a result we 
don’t have a lot of really catastrophic 
dips; we tend to be pretty stable,” 
said the Ponca City library director. 
In fact, Oklahoma libraries reported 
total operating expenditures in 
FY2010 at $28.11 per capita, the 
same amount reported for FY2011. 
This follows a 20 percent increase 
in operating expenditures from 
FY2007 to FY 2010.9

The Tulsa City-County Library  
and the Southeastern Public Library 
System report that about 95 percent 
of their funding comes from proper-
ty taxes. Tulsa is expecting a flat bud-
get for the next year because the tax 
base for the county will be leveling 
off, but the library administration  

believes they will be able to main-
tain the same level of service as over 
the past few years. The Southeast-
ern Public Library System reported 
that funding almost doubled in two 
counties in the past four fiscal years 
due to revenues from natural gas 
drilling. But they are also predict-
ing a decrease for FY2012. “The 
joyride is over, but we have been 
trying to prepare for as soft a land-
ing as possible,” said the library 
 director. 

Due to sales tax shortfall, the 
Guymon Public Library, along with 
other city departments, implement-
ed an 8 percent budget reduction in 
January 2010 through FY2011 The 
library adjusted by rebalancing full- 
and part-time positions, imple-
menting a hiring freeze, and making 
cuts to the program budget. The 
Wagoner Public Library reported a 
slight budget cut that was covered 
with a reduction in Saturday hours 
and closer attention to the bottom 
line. “The library just tightened up. 
Staff watched their overtime and we 
were cautious about what was being 
spent and we made it through,” said 
the library director.

Technology Resources
The number of public access com-
puters among the seven libraries 

Tulsa City-County Library’s new server room (left) and public computers (right)
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interviewed ranged from eight in a 
small rural library to 650 in a large 
urban library system. The state av-
erage of public workstations per 
building (13.2) is slightly below the 
national average of 16. All provide 
wireless Internet access, reflecting 
a statewide trend; more than 95 
percent of libraries offer free public 
access to Wi-Fi (11 percent above 
this year’s national average of 85.7 
percent).

Four of the public libraries inter-
viewed – Guymon, Miami, Ponca 
City, and Wagoner – will be expand-
ing their technology resources as 
beneficiaries of the OkConnect 
(BTOP) program. The new funding 
will provide for videoconferencing 
equipment and services, laptops 
and faster Internet connections. 
OkConnect participants will also 
have a chance to test-drive educa-
tional databases BrainFuse, Tutor.
com and Learning Express, with the 
option of selecting one database to 
add to their own collections. 

The availability of downloadable 
e-books and audiobooks varies 
from library to library. While many 
of the interviewees have well- 

circulating audiobook collections, 
others are just beginning to add 
e-books to their collections. The 
Tulsa City-County Public Library 
launched its e-book collection in 
December 2010. “We pushed to get 
it out at that time, and it was really a 
good time to kick it off because ev-
eryone was getting a reader device 
as a holiday gift,” said the IT man-
ager. “We just had a remarkable re-
sponse there.”

The savings from a consortia pur-
chase made it possible for the Miami 
and Ponca City libraries to begin of-
fering e-books via the OK Virtual 
Library at the beginning of 2011. The 
Southeastern Public Library System 
has plans to implement e-book 
availability in the first half of 2011. A 
few library directors commented that 
they wanted to more fully understand 
the technical requirements of e-book 
collections before bringing the pop-
ular technology into their libraries. 
“There is a desire [for e-books] in 
the community; that is why we are 
trying so hard to figure out exactly 
what we can do so we can put it in 
place for them,” one rural library di-
rector said.

Just over half of the interviewed 
libraries offer computer classes to 
library patrons. With only eight 
public access computers, the Lang-
ley Public Library schedules classes 
during the lunch hour, during which 
they are typically closed. The Miami 
Public Library received a Public 
Library Innovation Grant from the 
International City/County Manage-
ment Association and the Bill & Me-
linda Gates Foundation10 to expand 
its computer lab and provide classes 
targeting the community’s large (15 
percent) Native American popula-
tion. The program focuses on Native 
American cultural and language re-
vitalization, and explores joint eco-
nomic development ventures with 
the tribes. The library’s new com-
puter lab has also enabled the 
library to offer a variety of other 
technology training classes to the 
general public. 

Connectivity
Over the next three years, Guymon, 
Miami, and Wagoner public 
libraries will upgrade their broad-
band speeds from a minimum of 
4.6 Mbps up to 100 Mbps through 
OkConnect. 

Another essential OkConnect 
service is the creation of a statewide 
broadband map. This data identifies 
broadband access, gaps in broad-
band services, and opportunities for 
expansion of broadband services 
throughout the state. “We’re very 
excited about the new grant and 
what it is going to bring to our com-
munity and the access it is going to 
give our citizens,” said one library 
director. Statewide, there has been a 
7.3 percent decrease in the number 
of libraries offering Internet speeds 
less than 1.5 Mbps. Oklahoma 
libraries reported that 32.7 percent 
of libraries now offer speeds greater 
than 10 Mbps, almost 8 percent 
above the national level.

Tulsa City-County Library computer lab



am
er

ic
an

lib
ra

ri
es

m
ag

az
in

e.
o

rg
 

| 
d

ig
d

it
al

 s
up

p
le

m
en

t 
| 

su
m

m
er

 2
01

1
99

Changes over 
the past year
All interviewed report an increased 
use of their wireless Internet con-
nections and library technology re-
sources, especially those used to 
access government forms or com-
plete job applications. Tulsa City-
County Library has experienced an 
increase in Wi-Fi demand due to the 
variety of mobile devices tapping 
into the system, as well as their pa-
trons’ increased use of laptops. 
“We’ve had to increase our band-
width several times and I think a lot 
of it is the new streaming of video, 
listening to music, playing games – 
all of that is demanding more and 
more bandwidth.”

Another director echoed this ob-
servation. “The biggest story we’ve 
faced over the past two, three years 
has been just not having enough 
bandwidth to keep up with the wire-
less demand.” 

Over 85 percent of Oklahoma 
public libraries report assisting 
library patrons with accessing and 
completing government forms on-
line. Miami Public Library has expe-
rienced an increase in the use of 
library technology resources for ac-
cess to e-government forms and for 
personal financial use. “We are get-
ting to the point where everything is 
accessible by Internet. You can do 
your taxes, you can get your applica-
tion to file for voter registration, and 
you can maintain all of your bills and 
accounts. So we have become that 
central hub for everything electron-
ic,” said the library director.

The director of the Wagoner Pub-
lic Library reports that a major em-
ployer in the area no longer 
provides W-2s to employees. Since 
only a small percentage of the resi-
dents in the library service area 
have Internet access at home, a large 
number of employees had to depend 
on use of library computers and 
printers to retrieve their W-2 forms 
for tax filing. 

Langley Public Library reports 
that they have seen a significant in-
crease in patron technology use, due 
to the popularity of social network-
ing for teens, and the adult patrons’ 
use of e-government or job resourc-
es. The Ponca City Library director 
concurred, “People want to be con-
nected or share items but they still 
have no Internet resources at home, 
and overall I’m seeing a general ex-
pectation of faster, better, and 
more, more, more.” 

Challenges 
“One of the things the state and fed-
eral agencies have been doing in re-
cent years is saying, ‘we can save 
money by putting this online and 
telling people if they don’t have In-
ternet at home, they can go to their 
library,’ and oh, boy, has that been 
happening,” said the director of the 
Southeastern Public Library System. 
“The same goes for people looking 
for jobs. The Workforce Oklahoma 

offices in southeast Oklahoma are 
few and far between, so again, peo-
ple are coming to the libraries.”

Finding the time and money to 
develop staff expertise for e-gov-
ernment and job search support 
continues to be a challenge. More 
online training was mentioned as a 
partial solution. “We’re getting a lot 
of people coming in wanting to 
know about insurance and filling 
out the paperwork and we don’t 
want to mess it up for them,” said 
one rural library director. 

Several rural library directors re-
ported that they handle the IT sup-
port for their library; frequently just 

one other staff member assists with 
maintaining their public access 
computers. “We’re not having a 
problem with getting equipment but 
if you don’t have the staff to keep it 
maintained or the staff doesn’t have 
the ability level to deal with the net-
work issues, it can be a challenge,” 
said one library director. The direc-
tor of the Guymon Public Library 
commented that “Keeping up with 
technology is like changing a tire on 
a moving vehicle. The challenge is 
not becoming road kill.”

The libraries have responded to 
these challenges by adhering to 
their public access computer re-
placement plans. One rural library 
director tries to replace at least two 
computers a year, although most of 
the time it is not a total computer 
replacement but more of a “gutting 
and fixing it and bringing it into the 
next generation.” The same replace-
ment and maintenance approach is 
shared by another rural library di-

rector: “Right now we are doing 
pretty well and the computers are 
refurbished but they’re working 
beautifully.” 

Miami Public Library reports 
that, although the library tries to 
replace two computers a year, their 
replacement plan consists of having 
no more than 20 percent of the 
public access computers that are 
older than three years old. This 
year, they may have to let some of 
the computers age due to reduced 
funding projected for FY2012. The 
Tulsa City-County Library moved 
from a three-year cycle to a four-
year rolling plan, relying on a new 

“Keeping up with technology is like 
changing a tire on a moving vehicle.  
The challenge is not becoming road kill.”
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four-year warranty plan for the 
 library’s workstations. 

Successes 
All seven libraries interviewed re-
port a number of success and ac-
complishments over the past year. 
One big success for Oklahoma pub-
lic libraries has been the award of 
the BTOP grant funding that will ex-
pand broadband capacity and tech-
nology resources services for 44 
public libraries around the state, 
including four libraries participat-
ing in these field interviews. 

The Guymon Public Library is go-
ing to use the BTOP funds to furnish 
a computer lab in their newly con-
structed facility that will break 
ground next year. The Wagoner 
Public Library plans using laptops 
acquired through the grant to teach 
computer technology classes out 
into the community. 

The Tulsa Library Trust partially 
funded the new e-book collection 
for the Tulsa City-County Library 
that immediately proved to be a 
valuable addition to the library’s 

digital collection. The library has 
also successfully launched a mobile 
application used to access the 
 library’s website and is developing 
additional applications using QR 
(Quick Response) code technology.

The Southeastern Public Library 
System has established video con-
ferencing services at four of the sys-
tem’s branches, so the service is 
now available within an hour or less 
of each of its 15 branches. If the 
coming year’s Priority 2 E-rate ap-
plication is funded, several addi-
tional branches will receive 
videoconferencing equipment.

The library is now perceived as an 
important service that the city pro-
vides, reports the Ponca City 
Library. “I think that we’re seen as 
being an asset to the community... a 
sign of being a healthy community is 
having a healthy library.”

Conclusion
Supported by a 2010 BTOP award 
and a matching grant from the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation, more 
than 20 percent of Oklahoma public 

library outlets will receive new pub-
lic access computers, video confer-
encing equipment, and faster 
Internet connections. As in most 
states, Oklahoma library directors 
are continuing to find ways to meet 
the increased demand for wireless 
Internet access, while trying to find 
the proper balance of staff and staff 
expertise needed to assist patrons to 
effectively understand and access 
education, job-seeking and e-gov-
ernment services. z
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