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Precedents of Public Libraries, or,

Daddy, where do public
libraries come from?

Questions to keep in mind:

1. Whose interests being served?
2. Who is the intended user?

3. Who will actually use it?

4. Who pays?



A. Scholarly/Research Libraries

Throughout history, religion, government, and schol arship have been interconnected.
Governmental: Ecclesiastical: Academic:
2700 BCE — Sumerians 1250 BCE — Ramses |l 300’s BCE — Aristotle’s

library at Thebes Library
600’s BCE - King (Temple Libraries)
Assurbanipal’s 12" & 13" C. — Universities
library in Nineveh Monastery Libraries in Europe
17"-19" c. — National Martin Luther’s
Libraries Municipal Libraries
in Germany

1. Whose interests being served?
2. Who is the intended user? 19" C. — land grant colleges
3. Who will actually use it?
4. Who pays?

B. Popular Libraries

“Throughout the 18™ century and most of the nineteenth, novels were

shunned by the God-fearing in America, as they were in Britain.”
- D.W. Davies. Public Libraries as Culture Centers. (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1974): 13.

1. “Parish” or working man’s libraries  , Late 17" C.
(Called Parochial libraries in the US, early 18" C.)

2. Commercial libraries (Lending or Circulating Libraries)
Bookstore borrowing collections —1725 in Edinburgh, 1730’s in London

3. Subscription/Social Libraries
1731 — Philadelphia 1804 — Western Library Association, Ames, OH



4. Itinerate Libraries - collections rotated periodically between communities
1830’'s in England and Scotland 1850’s in Sandwich, NH

5. Artisan’s/Mechanic’s Libraries
1795 — Birmingham Artisan’s Library
1800 — First mechanics library in Scotland
1818 — Mechanics Library, Bristol, CT
1820 — The Mechanics’ Apprentices’ library est., Boston
1820 - Boston Mercantile Library, Boston (for clerks)

6. Free Town Libraries — Benevolent libraries open to the general public

Mid 18" century in Boston
1803 — Bingham Library for Youth, Salisbury, CT

1. Whose interests being served?
2. Who is the intended user?

3. Who will actually use it?

4. Who pays?

Most popular libraries did not
survive their founders.

Not enough use to justify funding!

(People didn’t really want to read as much as the educated thought they
would, and they certainly did not want to read what was good for them.)

So what was the answer?



A. Increase use by increasing activity
(more reading or uses other than
reading)

B. Separate use from funding...

First try: increase use by adding activities other than reading

C. Cultural and Uplift Societies

1. Scholarly
Royal Societies, National Academies (Arts and Sciences)
National Geographic Society

2. Middle Class
Athenaeums, Literary Societies, Philosophical Societies, Scientific Societies

3. Mechanics Societies (early to mid-1800’s)
1821 — Edinburgh School of Arts

4. Lyceums
(American National Association of Lyceums were defunct in 1838)

5. Chautauqua (1874-1924)



What Worked? Buildings!

“Just as many a sect has found that although it
could not interest its parishioners in religion, it
could interest them in building a church, so also
mechanics’ institutes found that although
members were not much interested in self-
Improvement, great interest could be aroused in
the development of real estate.”

- D.W. Davies. Public Libraries as Culture Centers. (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1974): 29.

The public library is the meeting of these
three separate streams:

Research focus of the scholarly libraries
Mission/focus of the popular libraries

Programming function of the Cultural Uplift societ les
BUT...
Still couldn’t increase use enough to secure fundi ng.

Second try: separate use from funding.



Taxation! (Requires enabling legislation)

England

August 14, 1850
English law allows municipalities to tax for suppor t of a public library
First enabling legislation in history.

September 1852
Manchester, England opens a public library

In the first 20 years of the act, only 35 public li  braries were established.

So when did the United States pass enabling legisla  tion?

United States

1833 — Peterborough, NH votes to establish & suppor t a public library through taxation
1849 — New Hampshire passes public library enabling legislation
1851 — Massachusetts passes public library enabling legislation

1852 — Massachusetts passes first compulsory school attendance law
(Codified the idea that education was the responsibility of the community)

1854 — Boston Public Library opens
1875 — 108 tax supported libraries in the US (24 ye ars)
1887 — 649 tax supported libraries in the US (36 ye ars)

1895 — 3 philanthropic libraries open to the public merge, become the NY Public Library



New libraries still dependent on philanthropy for start-up.

1850 Colonel Anderson establishes a library in Allegheny City, PA
One of the boys who used it was a young Andrew Carnegie

1886-1919 Carnegie gave more than $41M to build libraries in 1,420 towns and cities
To get the grants, municipalities had to promise to provide annual operating funds
equal to 10% of the gift.

1915 Carnegie Corporation does a study of how the buildings were being used.

1919 Carnegie Corporation ended its grants

Established the belief that every community should support a public library.

Funding now separated from use.
We have lived on that for 90 years.

Historical Trends:

Who's Interests? Scholarship Cultural uplift Entertainment.
Intended Users? Elite Working Class Middle Class
Actual Users? Men Women Children

Who Pays? Philanthropists Users Everyone (taxes)



“It Is no part of the duty of the municipality to raise
taxes for the amusement of the people, unless the
amusement is tolerably clearly seen to be conducive
to higher ends of good citizenship, like the
encouragement of patriotism, the promotion of
public health, or the undermining of immorality.”

Who said that? When?

“It Is no part of the duty of the municipality to raise
taxes for the amusement of the people, unless the
amusement is tolerably clearly seen to be conducive
to higher ends of good citizenship, like the
encouragement of patriotism, the promotion of
public health, or the undermining of immorality.”

— Trustees, Boston Public Library, Annual Report, 1875



“In every age there has been a relatively small number of
people interested in knowledge, reading and culture... Up until
the French revolution, it was not supposed that the group was
large, but after that event there was a persistent belief, inspired
by the notion of the perfectibility of mankind, that there were
vast numbers yearning to read and to acquire culture... When
free public tax-supported libraries were founded it was hoped by
many generous-hearted people that there would be a
tremendous increase in the reading of good books, even though
nothing in past history could support such a belief.”

- D.W. Davies. Public Libraries as Culture Centers: The Origin of the Concept.
(Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1974): 123.

Why Worry About Public Library History?

David Gray, spokesman for the Massachusetts Board of
Library Directors:

“We sort of have a saying in our office that every
community gets the library that it deserves. And that
sort of means, if there's support, the library is often
well maintained. And if there isn't support, the library
often doesn't get the staff, hours, and materials it
needs."

- Keith O'Brien. “Cuts Put Towns' Libraries at Risk: With Less Revenue, Many Scaling Back.” Boston Globe (May 27, 2007)



Since 1980’s:
Government agencies expected to

justify their costs in business terms.
(You can’t, why?)

If what we did made business
sense, businesses would do It.

(We do it because sometimes dollars are worth less than sense.)

“Since statistics indicate that most residents
don’t use libraries, it's difficult to make a very
compelling case for better funding.”

— Jeannette Woodward. Creating the Customer-Driven Library , p. 222



The Big Four: (2008 Nat. Ave)

Circulation Per Capita

Libraries Serving 1,000,000 or more
Libraries Serving Less Than 1,000

Cost Per Circulation
Turnover Rate

Cost Per Capita

Federal $ 0.17
State $ 3.35
Local $31.94
Other $ 3.16

Some other national baselines:

Collection Expenditures Per Capita
Holdings Per Capita

Print materials

Audio

Video
Reference Transactions Per Capita
Registered Borrowers Per Capita
Library Visits Per Capita
Public Internet Use Per Capita
Staff Expenditures Per Capita (Salary/Wage)
Staff Expenditures Per Capita (Total)
Program Attendance
FTE's Per Capita
FTE’s with MLS Per Capita

1.72
6.2
10.0
$5.00
2.79
$38.62

$4.67

2.8
0.17
0.17
1.0
0.57
5.1
1.2
$18.22
$23.89
279.4/1,000 pop.
12.31/25,000 pop.
2.76/25,000 pop.



In 2008, the Public Library in an average
American town of 25,000 people:

circulated 193,000 items

from a collection of 70,000 books, 4,250 audios, and 4,250 videos
to 14,250 registered borrowers

who asked 25,000 reference questions

and used public Internet computers 30,000 times

during 127,500 library visits,

assisted by 12 full time staff members,

3 of whom had a Masters of Library Science Degree.

6,985 people attended 292 library programs.

And the library did it all on an annual budget of $965,500.

“The self-confidence of the missionary and the
missionary librarian is grounded firmly in a triple faith:
first, that those who are not regular church or library
attenders ought to be; second, that if there be non-
attenders at libraries or divine service, it is only because
they are unaware of the benefits resulting from such
attendance; and third, that all heathens or non-readers
know deep within their hearts that they ought to be
Christians or readers. The assurance gained from faith
makes anything resembling a market survey
unnecessary.”

- D.W. Davies. Public Libraries as Culture Centers: The Origin of the Concept. (Metuchen, NJ:
Scarecrow Press, 1974): 73.



Evolving Schemes of Service

Issues in Public Librarianship:

1. Fragile Future of Public Libraries
Falling use in the 90’s, Libraries closing, Internet/Big box bookstores

2. Mission Creep
3. Changing Societies
2 income families, suburbanization, immigration, technology

4. Professionalism: need to be respected/paid

Place of reference/information service, MLS
Public vs. Academic Libraries

5. The Library as “Place” vs. library as “Space”

Place — where people interact with resources
Space — Where people interact with each other (Community/virtual space)



Fragile Future of Public Libraries:

No public libraries closed during the Great Depress ion
- Jim Hightower. “Whacking Libraries”. AlterNet (www.alternet.org) posted February 2, 2005.

Then came Salinas

Late 2004, plan to close all the public libraries in John Steinbeck’s hometown
Almost simultaneous, announced closing of all 52 libraries in the Buffalo/Erie County system

What we missed:

1987 - Shasta County, CA
1999 - The Corning Area, NY
2002 - Highland Park, Michigan

National Center for Education Statistics:
central libraries in US fell in 1996, 1998, 1999.

American Library Association:
31 libraries closed in 16 months in 2003-2004.

Challenges have spawned attempts to
redefine the public library.

150 years does not equal a history
Public libraries are still young/evolving

Warnings of danger, common views of the public library may not suffice.

Public libraries may be diverse, but they don’t nee d
to be even as uniform as they are.



The Baltimore Model:
1970's-1980’s

(BTW, who is right here?)

“Although they filled an
Immediate need for certain
kinds of reading materials, the
contribution of the circulating
libraries to American library
development was negligible.”

Jean Kay Gates. Introduction to Librarianship. (New York: Neal-Shuman, 1990, 3" ed.): 64.



70’s-80’s Charles Robinson & Jean Bruce, Baltimore County PL

“Give’em What They Want!”

Focus on Circulation:

Selection versus customer choice

Selection as censorship

Popular materials

Mini-service outlets

Circulation triggered de-selection (Orange County, FL)

Strip traditional practices to their most common, e fficient forms:
Short entry catalog (Remove most descriptive cataloging, subject access)
Purchasing usually cheaper than ILL

Centralized children’s programming

Quick reference

The Public Library as a Middle Class Institution (N ot a social service agency)

Maryland Effective Reference Study
Reference service more important than reference collection
Most reference questions very simple, and many answered wrong

The 55% Rule: “one is likely to receive a complete and
correct answer to a ‘moderately difficult’ referenc e
qguestion only 55 percent of the time.”  (Hemon and McClure)

Unobtrusive study of Maryland public libraries

40 questions asked of 60 library outlets

Questions answered fully and correctly 54.9% of the time.

57% of questions could have been answered using the World Almanac



The Why of the Baltimore Model:

Limiting of mission

Maximize use/minimize cost

Public librarianship is NOT a profession

The MLS probably hurts more than it helps

Serving known users

Serve people where they are, not where they were
Library as place, people interact with the collecti on

Before you scoff, Andrew Carnegie would have liked Charlie Robinson.

The Bookstore Model
The 1980's-1990's



A Library “Bottom Line”: attracting customers
Prompted by the rise of the Big Box Bookstore (not about the Indies)
Book stores adopt library roles/approaches:

Story hours, Book groups, Stay a while

Customer-Driven Library Adopts some of the bookstor e’s approaches:
Food/Drink rules

Simplified Layout/Organization: BISAC

Shelving/display/the impulse buy

Hours

Atmosphere:
“...although looks aren’t everything, looks really matter.”

— Jeannette Woodward. Creating the Customer-Driven Library, p. 222

Staffing:

Public library schedules based on staff preferences, not customer needs
Libraries open when most adults at work, most kids in school

Powerful unions resist change (Bookstore workers usually not unionized)
Makes shifting hours difficult & unproductive (senior employees still work 9-5)
Bookstores have little closed hour staffing, back room work

Peak hour staffing is easier, workers are largely part time

Most used services: collections & space
Less used: Programs — use them to increase use of collections/space
Least used: Reference — so don'’t do it

More hours, not more staff (or service) per hour



“Thus, if the library is providing nothing more
than a safe, pleasant environment and the most
basic services, it is satisfying the majority of it S

patI‘OI’IS." — Jeannette Woodward. Creating the Customer-Driven Library, p. 49

The Why of the Bookstore Model:

Narrowing mission

Business approach to planning

Maximize use in the broadest sense
Maximize users by focusing on individuals
Library as place, people interact with the staff

Who is trying this model? Darian, CT

The Community Center

Library
The 1990’s-2000’s



Public library’s role in bringing people together:
Born when reading materials were scarce

We were literally collecting materials

Materials now pervasive, no longer need to be the focus

The scarcity now is community connection
(Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone)

Emphasis on:

Programming (Rise of family literacy)

Social services and referral

Materials: popular and useful, non-book (tools, fishing gear)
Public meeting space & discourse.

If library’s role is to build a strong democracy:
Need is not access to information and ideas
Need is for a place for those ideas to be aired and to mix

“Free speech is a moot point (pun intended)
If there Is no place to exercise it.” - we

The Why of the Community Center Model:

Not a redefining of the library, an undefining of a library
Throw back to those non-library social institutions of our past
Mission creep? Hell, this is mission supernova

Triumph of library as SPACE (space with a heart)



The Virtual Library
The 2000's-2010's

Either library space used for technology, or,
Technology used instead of physical space. (Or both )

Information is the library’s primary role, and info rmation best done digitally
Virtual libraries will limit the need for libraries as physical space

Technology more expensive than books, but less than bricks & mortar

Buildings not just expensive, but often controversial

Less staff/maintenance

No limitations

Technology removes barriers to the handicapped

Libraries failing to attract busy people with limited hours, so provide services 24/7

Technology serves a limited audience?
Not as limited as the audience for traditional library programs.



A New Model?

“The Community Living Room”?
“The Moab Model"?

Borrowing, not from bookstores, but from the hospitality industry!

Emphasis on personal space in a public place.

Comfort, atmosphere, without the collection-focus of the Bookstore Model.
Community-based design, without the action-focus of the Community Centers.
Destination spaces: come not for the collection or services, but the space itself.
Arts-based programming.

Grand County Public Library, Moab, UT

2007 Library Journal Best Small Library
Restaurant paging systems for computers
$49 per capita expenditures, 8% goes to collections.
(In Massachusetts, this isn’t even a certified library.)

West Palm Beach, FL, “World’s Nicest Library”

“We treat our customers as guests, welcoming them i nto

our libraries as if it were our home.”
Concierge training from the Ritz Carlton?
Friday Night Jazz in the reading area? With Wine?
Population: 107,000, Collection: 139,000
(national average: 3.14 items per capita)

Who is thinking this way? Boulder, CO? Seattle, WA?



What model do you use?

Almost never use one.

Models are responses to challenges, even disasters
Most libraries use pieces of each

Much of what is radical becomes commonplace over time

ALL successful models have their origins in our his tory!

Does it work? HAPLR Scores/Rankings:
Baltimore County Public Library: ~ 765/9™
Grand County Public Library: 730/148"
West Palm Beach Public Library:  641/85™



