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      Preface

      
      
      In 2005, Glen Holt penned an editorial in Public Library Quarterly that strongly encouraged readers to reflect on the reasons that the quality and capacities
         of public libraries are not viewed as critical infrastructure at the local level or
         as a matter of national interest at the federal level. The editorial leaves these
         questions unanswered, but there is one area that accounts for much of the situation
         he identifies. In large measure, the answers to those questions can be found within
         the policy and political processes that affect public libraries and the choices made
         by the library profession in relation to policies and politics.
      

      
      The amount of funding and other support for a public library primarily depends on
         local and state policies and politics, while the parameters within which libraries
         operate as social institutions are heavily driven by national policies and politics.
         The political and policy decisions that impact public libraries are inexorably linked
         to the perceptions of libraries among decisions makers and members of the public,
         as well as the ways in which public libraries choose to represent themselves to the
         world around them. Public libraries tend not to fare well in the political and policy
         processes, for some reasons beyond their control and for some reasons that are their
         own creation.
      

      
      Drawing on original research by the authors and a wide range of resources from across
         the fields of library science, governance, public policy, education, and other related
         areas, this book examines the complex position of public libraries within policy and
         politics in the United States. Traditionally, these areas have been badly neglected
         by library scholarship and insufficiently considered in library missions and advocacy
         efforts. If the public library is to continue to meet the enormous number of community
         needs that it now fulfills, and if it is to continue to exist as an institution of
         the public good that is publicly funded, the attitudes toward and depth of engagement
         with policy and politics must change among public librarians, professional organizations,
         and scholars.
      

      
      In the abstract, public libraries seem like they should be in a position of greater
         strength than ever in terms of public perception and political support. Public libraries
         provide digital literacy education and guarantee access to technology and the Internet,
         ensuring that everyone in the community can participate in e-government (digital communications
         between citizens and government), online education, job seeking, and myriad other
         ways in which the Internet is now central to daily life for most people. In the majority
         of communities, the public library is the only place where free public Internet access
         is available. Public libraries have proven central to emergency response and recovery
         in communities affected by disasters all around the nation in the past decade. Public
         libraries are partnering with community organizations, nonprofits, and other local
         government agencies to create services that would never have been possible, such as
         programs that enable people living in food deserts to order and pick up fresh groceries
         at the library. Many library resources are now offered on an anytime, anywhere basis
         through their websites or via mobile-enabled services, with no trip to the library
         necessary.
      

      
      And these are just examples of major innovations in what public libraries have regularly
         performed in the past fifteen years. Librarianship has long been one of “those professions
         in which change is most drastic” (Shera, 1963, p. 313), yet it has not wavered in
         its commitment to its communities through the changes. In fact, the past fifteen to
         twenty years have seen a dramatic shift in user-centered and sometimes user-created
         innovation. Public libraries still serve as a truly public space where community groups
         can meet, where children learn to love to read and learn through story hours, and
         where physical and digital books, reference materials, magazines, videos, music, databases,
         and even musical instruments, seeds for planting vegetable gardens, and cake pans
         for children’s birthday parties, can be borrowed at no cost.
      

      
      Public libraries remain a lifeline to people in need of social services, job seekers,
         new immigrants, and so many other populations that have few other places to turn.
         The economic downturn of the past five years has demonstrated the value of public
         libraries to their communities, particularly as they assist the public to find jobs,
         gain digital literacy skills, engage with governments, and access technologies and
         resources. As governments shrank, public libraries stepped in to fill the void—and
         the need—left behind by fewer resources and capacity. Governments may have shrunk,
         but the need for assistance in difficult economic times increased.
      

      
      The results of a national survey by the Pew Internet and the American Life Project
         released in January 2013 demonstrate the depth of attachment that members of the public
         have for their public libraries. Among Americans aged sixteen and older, an astounding
         91 percent believe that public libraries are important to their communities, and 76
         percent say public libraries are important to their families (Zickuhr, Rainie, & Purcell,
         2013). In the past year, 59 percent of respondents to the survey had visited a public
         library in person and/or online. The survey results also reveal a large problem for
         public libraries in terms of letting community members, politicians, and policy makers
         know what they contribute to their communities—only 22 percent of respondents were
         familiar with most or all of the services offered by their public library.
      

      
      Having overwhelming public endorsement and successfully serving their communities’
         needs seem to do public libraries little good in the arena of politics and policy
         making. When local communities have to cut spending, libraries are usually suggested
         as a great place to save money as part of austerity programs. Most libraries have
         suffered fairly significant, permanent cuts over the past few years. Suggestions for
         closing them altogether abound, with Google often being identified as already having
         made libraries obsolete. At the national level, the federal government has been creating
         an array of laws that simultaneously create substantial burdens for libraries and
         limit the information that they can provide to their patrons. Governments at all levels
         have embraced a governance philosophy that emphasizes the privatization of public
         goods whenever possible, with those goods that cannot readily be privatized needing
         to demonstrate clear economic contributions. Altogether, this is not a political and
         policy-making environment that will likely be beneficial to public libraries.
      

      
      This environment did not just spontaneously appear, however. Public libraries have
         done themselves no favors in the lack of attention they have accorded to policy and
         politics, given the enormous impact that both actually have on libraries. The insufficient
         efforts to explain the contributions of public libraries outside of the circles of
         library professionals and library patrons have not helped, either. While it is true
         that “it is easy for an overburdened profession, in the press of urgent detail, to
         forget the larger issues exist” (Wakeman, 1962, p. 348), those larger issues profoundly
         affect the profession whether they are confronted or not.
      

      
      Publicly funded entities need the members of the public to understand and value what
         they do. Even people who have never had reason to call the fire department generally
         still appreciate its existence, understand what services it provides, and want it
         to be funded. For public libraries, many community members who are not library patrons
         have no idea about the range of services and material that libraries provide. People
         who don’t know what the library does are less likely to lobby strongly enough for
         it to be supported with tax dollars. The political figures and policy makers who don’t
         use the library and don’t know what it does beyond providing books (a service on the
         decline) will not be overly inclined to fund it, particularly in the absence of widespread
         and vocal public support.
      

      
      Thus, public libraries face the improbable and unenviable position of mattering more
         to their communities than they ever have, while also having a large portion of the
         community and many people in power unsure why the library continues to exist. Fortunately,
         a greater engagement in the arenas of policy and politics at local, state, and national
         levels—emphasizing advocacy strategies that actually explain the value of public libraries
         in terms that community members and policy makers understand—offers the ability to
         change perceptions about libraries and the ways in which they are treated under the
         law.
      

      
      As a profession, we need to wake up to the need to engage meaningfully in these processes
         in order to effectively fight for support for these institutions that mean so much
         to so many. If we don’t act with commitment and sense, the funding will continue to
         decrease, and the questions of relevance and value will grow more ominous. There are
         many things libraries could be doing, or doing better, to demonstrate their value
         to their communities and to convey policy and political outcomes that would better
         serve them to the people making such decisions. Crafting a new role for public libraries
         in the world of policy and politics will not be easy, but it is very necessary. It
         is a process that public libraries, individual librarians, and supporters of libraries
         must dedicate themselves to as an essential part of keeping services available and
         the doors open.
      

      
      This book is intended to both explain the complexity of current circumstances and
         offer strategies for effectively creating a better future for public libraries. It
         is a data-driven examination of the intersections of public libraries, library advocacy,
         and the policy-making and political processes that shape libraries. Exploring and
         acting on these issues as an integrated whole represents the only way that public
         libraries will be able to engage an openly hostile political, policy-making, and economic
         climate to ensure that libraries can continue to meet the needs of their communities.
      

      
      By tracing where we are in terms of politics and policy, how we got here, and what
         we can do to make things better—and using data along the way—this book hopefully will
         make the situation public libraries currently face less disheartening. The ideas and
         suggestions in this book are intended to promote reflection, discussion, and, most
         importantly, action. As a profession of practitioners, administrators, educators,
         and scholars, we all understand the vital importance of public libraries. We must
         learn to effectively turn our own understandings into a narrative that enables people
         who use the library, people who make funding decisions about the library, and people
         who craft policies related to the library to understand that public libraries are
         still the quintessence of the public good.
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      Chapter 1

      Politics, Policies, and Public Libraries

      
         
         
      

      
      During the recent global economic downturn, public libraries in the United States
         have experienced a surge in their usage. At the same time, they are undergoing a critical
         transformation from being places of collections to community centers that provide
         the assistance, resources, and technology necessary to apply for social services,
         seek employment, complete schoolwork, engage civically, communicate with friends and
         family, and find entertainment options. Public libraries have come to serve as the
         primary guarantor of Internet access for those with no access, with limited access,
         or who need help navigating online content, while also playing a key role in digital
         literacy instruction, e-government delivery, emergency response, and a range of other
         new Internet-enabled functions to serve their communities. But more significantly,
         public libraries engage in a range of activities that build digitally literate and
         inclusive communities that support twenty-first-century learning, economic development,
         and engagement. Most recently, libraries have become spaces for innovation through
         the creation of makerspaces, humanities-based programming that encourages audiences
         to engage, adapt, and create new materials, and the provision of resources and space
         for community technology enthusiasts.
      

      
      These new roles are in addition to the long-established roles of public libraries,
         ranging from promoting early childhood literacy to supporting educated democratic
         participation. Public libraries can be understood as a connecting layer of society,
         bridging social structures and individual members of the public through the connections
         of print, technology, community meeting spaces, and other means of sharing knowledge
         (Pawley, 2009). Libraries have also begun to create innovative partnerships with other
         community organizations to deliver otherwise unavailable services to their communities,
         from providing grocery delivery in food deserts to serving as comprehensive immigration
         centers. The contemporary public library has evolved into both a community center
         and a center for services to the community.
      

      
      Yet, as libraries have increasingly taken on essential roles to ensure access to information
         and create digitally inclusive communities, library support has been slashed at the
         local, state, and federal levels. In a political climate centered on austerity, libraries
         have been targeted as an unwise expenditure of public funds. Some jurisdictions have
         moved to privatize their libraries and library services; some commentators claim that
         Google has eliminated the need for libraries; and Forbes magazine continues to label a master of library science (MLS) as the worst master’s
         degree to earn. This overall denigration of the value of libraries among economic,
         political, and policy-making circles has accelerated since the Reagan administration
         in the 1980s, being driven by the widespread embrace of the principles of neoliberal
         economic and neoconservative political ideologies. These forces work in tandem to
         undermine the value accorded to public goods and public services in policy-making
         and political contexts by demanding that public institutions demonstrate the economic
         contributions of their service to the public.
      

      
      In this same time frame, the number of laws and policies that directly affect public
         library operations has increased significantly. The ability of libraries to meet the
         needs of the public through the services and resources they offer is intertwined with
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