
DeWitt Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund

as partners in
Public Libraries

C H A L L E N G E S

O P P O R T U N I T I E S

y o u t h d e v e l o p m e n t





I n 1998, the DeWitt Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund

announced plans for a new initiative, Public

Libraries as Partners in Youth Development. The goal is

to help public libraries throughout the country develop

high-quality activities and programs that support the

educational and career development of young people

during the non-school hours. The initiative draws on the

strengths and qualities that have made public libraries

so vital to our society over the past 200 years. These

include their presence in virtually every community

across the nation, free access to all — regardless 

of age, educational background, income or social 

status — and their core belief in self-improvement

through learning and discovery.

The idea of helping public libraries expand and enrich

services for young people has had strong appeal to the

DeWitt Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund for some time.

Our mission is to foster fundamental improvement in

the educational and career development systems that

prepare America’s school-age youth for life as adults.

We are particularly interested in forging stronger links

between schools and communities, ensuring they work

in tandem to provide adequate and appropriate support

for all young people through their stages of develop-

ment. Increasingly, we have focused our efforts on

building a “web of support” that surrounds youth. In the

ideal, that means schools that offer high-quality instruc-

tion, supplemented by a range of informal learning

opportunities that are available to youth during the

afternoon hours, on weekends and over the summer, in

a variety of settings. These include science and chil-

dren’s museums, parks, public libraries, and school

buildings that stay open for an extended day.

In designing this new initiative, the Fund recognized that

public libraries have always been part of the support

system in communities for young people. Many cur-

rently offer educational enrichment activities of some

kind for youth. Yet, at best, libraries aren’t living up to

their full potential as partners in youth development.

That was confirmed through a survey the American

Library Association and the University of Illinois con-

ducted for us of current practices in serving youth at

1,500 libraries around the country. The results of the

survey, enclosed in this report and accompanying doc-

ument, provide a clearer picture about the extent of

youth programs currently operating in public libraries

and some of the challenges they face to do this work

well. The survey also helped us identify a number of

libraries that are extremely interested in expanding and

improving their programs for youth.

The most promising finding is that public libraries are

highly committed to serving young people. We discov-

ered that nearly every library provides organized reading

programs; more than 80 percent offer cultural programs

for youth; and a majority report that they collaborate in

some way with schools and community-based organiza-

tions. However, we also learned that there are opportu-

nities for libraries to serve youth better. For example,

only one out of three surveyed provides any computer

classes or workshops. Fewer than 25 percent offer

homework assistance or career development programs.

The reading and cultural programs that are so prevalent

in libraries overwhelmingly serve elementary school stu-

dents; far fewer programs serve high school students.

And very few libraries indicated that they designed pro-

grams to reach youth in low-income communities.
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Through the Public Libraries as Partners in Youth

Development initiative, we hope to help libraries opti-

mize their potential to reach the children and teens

most in need of their services. In Fall 1998, the Fund

awarded planning grants to 10 public library systems

that already have a proven track record of exemplary

service to children and teens. With the assistance of

the Urban Libraries Council, these libraries will spend

most of this year designing programs to better serve

low-income youth in their areas. All of the libraries that

submit implementation proposals will be eligible for

three-year grants of up to $400,000 each.  The Fund

expects to make these awards later in 1999.

If these grants are successful in producing viable pro-

grams that are responsive to the public’s needs, we

intend to make a long-term investment in the public

library field, as we have done with our other funding pro-

grams. One such program is Library Power, launched in

1988 to enrich teaching and learning through better use

of library services in public elementary and middle

schools, especially in low-income communities. Library

Power operates nationally in 19 communities across the

country, serving more than one million students annual-

ly in 700 schools. It also represents the largest private

investment in school libraries in more than 30 years,

with Fund support totaling more than $40 million.

We believe that public libraries have much to offer

young people and in partnership with schools and other

community organizations they can strengthen the web

of services and support that our children and teens so

desperately need.

This report, based on interviews with leaders in the

public library and youth development fields, provides a

perspective of current library services to youth and the

growing, changing needs of children and teens. It also

shares examples of some of the exceptional work with

youth being accomplished by several libraries. These

examples illustrate the ingenuity and dedication of

library professionals around the country and suggest

the potential that with proper support and leadership

waits to be tapped at your public library.

We hope you find this report informative and useful. As

always, we welcome your comments.

M. Christine DeVita
President, DeWitt Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund
April 1999
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I n a neighborhood in 
Brooklyn, home to more than

half of New York City’s perennial
inflow of new immigrants, a Chinese
teenager walks through the door of
the local branch of the public library.
She has come to use the library’s
computers to familiarize herself with
the Internet and how it can help her
find valuable information. A young
boy in Tucson, Arizona, whose par-
ents work long hours and are often
too overwhelmed to help him with
his homework, heads immediately
after school to a nearby community
center. There, tutors hired by the
public library help him strengthen
his reading skills and improve his
study habits. A family of Mexican
migrant workers manages to get a lift
to the nearest library on the outskirts
of San Antonio, Texas. They are
accompanying their school-age chil-
dren on what turns out to be every-
one’s first visit to a public library,
and surprisingly, it becomes an all-
day outing for the entire family.

As these stories show, public libraries
play an important role 
in supporting the information, edu-
cational and literacy needs of young
people in their communities. While
this is something libraries have
always done, these days the nature
and breadth of library services are
changing to reflect new, different
and growing needs of children and
teenagers. Depending on the commu-
nity, libraries may have programs to
keep children reading during sum-
mer months when school is out.
They may also seek out teen parents
to teach them about the importance
of talking, singing and reading to
their babies. Some even send librari-
ans to read to children in the wait-
ing rooms of social services agencies
and health clinics; others deliver
books to shelters for homeless fami-
lies and abused children.

As computers have grown more
important in daily lives, libraries
have responded accordingly. For
those who don’t have access to com-

puters at home or in school, the
library is often their only opportuni-
ty to learn how to operate one,
familiarize themselves with various
software programs and get an intro-
duction to the Internet.

Throughout the country, librarians
report that public libraries are becom-
ing a popular gathering place for chil-
dren and teens after school and on
the weekends, supplying answers to
reference questions and meeting
research needs. Some are coming for
help with homework, while for other
young people, the public library offers
a bridge from the structure of formal
education to the self-direction of life-
long learning. It is a resource for
information on career opportunities
and job training, as well as all types
of personal interests and pursuits.  ■

A  C O M M U N I T Y  A S S E T

Public Libraries: 
A Community Asset
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S ervice to youth has been a 
mainstay of the history of pub-

lic libraries in the United States.
Many of the earliest 
public libraries founded in this coun-
try in the first half of the 1800s
were established to benefit youth. By
the turn of the century, the special-
ization of children’s services devel-
oped rapidly in major urban public
libraries. This specialization brought
with it many of the aspects of chil-
dren’s services still familiar to us — 
separate, welcoming rooms for young
people; trained children’s librarians;
story hours for preschoolers; work
with elementary schools; and special
arts and crafts and cultural pro-
grams. Specialized services for young
adults came much later.

The fact that libraries are 
successfully attracting youth is
reflected in national statistics.
According to a 1995 report 
by the National Center for
Education Statistics (Services 
and Resources for Children 
and Young Adults in Public
Libraries), fully 60 percent of public
library users are youth. Thirty-seven
percent of users are children and 23
percent range from 12 to 18 years
old.

What has been less known, howev-
er, is the range of activities and pro-

grams offered to youth in public
libraries, or the ways these services
are organized and delivered. To find
out the answers to those questions
and learn more about the opportuni-
ties to improve services for young
people, the DeWitt Wallace-Reader’s
Digest Fund in early 1998 commis-
sioned a nationwide survey. The
study, conducted in association with
the American Library Association
and the University of Illinois, is the
first to gather statistical data on the
availability of education and career
development programs for school-age
youth in medium-sized and large
public libraries.

The survey was sent to 1,500 public
libraries in the United States. All
461 library systems that serve popu-
lations of 100,000 or more received
the questionnaire. The balance was a
representative selection from
libraries that serve 5,000 to 100,000
people and that met certain
criteria regarding staff, serv-
ice hours and annual operat-
ing expenditures.

Response to the survey was extremely
high: 83 percent (1,246) of the
libraries returned the questionnaire,
and all but eight of them indicated
they offered programs for school-age
youth.*

Overall, the survey showed 
public libraries offer a range 
of programs for elementary, 
middle and high school students.
Reading and cultural activities are
the most common. Computer classes,
homework assistance and career
development programs are also
offered, but in far fewer places and
held less frequently — an obvious
area for improvement. Also, the
majority of programs are geared to
elementary, then middle school stu-
dents, with the fewest programs
designed for high school-age youth.

Libraries and Youth — 
A Tradition of Service

* For a full report on survey findings, see “Survey of Programs for School-Age
Youth in Public Libraries, Technical Report to the Dewitt Wallace-Reader’s
Digest Fund”; American Library Association, January 1999.
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Specifically, of those libraries
responding to the survey:

• Nearly 100 percent provide read-
ing programs (book discussions,
storytelling and summer reading),
which are primarily targeted to
elementary school youth;

• 83 percent present cultural pro-
grams (presentations by authors,
musical or dramatic performances
and creative writing workshops),
which also are aimed at elemen-
tary school youth;

• 42 percent offer community-service
and leadership programs (older
students serving as tutors for
their younger peers or young peo-
ple working as volunteers in the
library), for which middle school
students are the primary targets,
followed by high school students;

• 33 percent provide computer class-
es and workshops (introduction to
the Internet, web page design or
instruction in specific software
programs), which equally serve
elementary and middle school stu-
dents;

• 23 percent offer homework assis-
tance (special places set aside
where young people can work in
private, making basic reference
books available for students,
tutoring programs or a telephone
“hotline” for answers to questions
about their school work), which
is primarily intended for elemen-
tary school students; and

• 19 percent provide career develop-
ment programs (making informa-
tion available about careers, organ-
izing career fairs and presenta-
tions about different jobs), for
which high school students are
the most frequent targets.

When asked how often programs
take place, libraries reported that
reading and homework assistance
programs are offered at least once a
week, while most computer classes,
career development and cultural pro-
grams are held less than once a
month.

The survey also revealed important
information about who plans and
implements programs for youth in
public libraries. By far, these respon-
sibilities fall to paid library staff.
Volunteers are a distant second, but
more likely to have these responsibili-
ties than paid staff from school dis-
tricts and community-based organiza-
tions or parents.  Notably, libraries
report that the role of youth in plan-
ning and implementing programs is
minimal. For instance, in the few
cases where libraries reported some
responsibilities for youth, the most
common response was “set up or
clean up” for reading programs or
“recruit youth to participate” in com-
munity-service programs. This is
another area for improvement and
where libraries can benefit from the

experience of others in
the youth-service field
who have found their
programs considerably
strengthened by involv-
ing young 
people in planning,
designing and helping
implement activities.

A final, and extremely
important finding from
the survey, is that public
libraries’ commitment to
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serving youth remains high. This was
reflected in the fact that nearly two-
thirds of libraries (63 percent) said
they provided training or staff devel-
opment related to their youth work.
And when asked to estimate the
level of commitment within their
libraries on a five-point scale, respon-
dents gave themselves an average rat-
ing of 4.56. They also gave high com-
mitment level ratings to library
administrators (4.28), library staff
(4.09) and library trustees (4.07).
Moreover, the majority of respon-
dents reported that they expect to
serve more youth in the near future
through reading programs, computer
classes and workshops, homework
assistance and cultural programs.
Only a handful of libraries expected
to serve fewer youth in any of the six
program areas mentioned above.

That level of commitment and opti-
mism — coupled with a growing
desire on the part of more and more
public libraries to become full part-
ners in youth development — is all
the more profound in light of the
many ups and downs in funding for
youth services at public libraries.
Although many libraries have estab-
lished independent, non-profit
“friends groups” to broaden their
fundraising activities, most libraries
are primarily publicly funded institu-
tions, and that makes them vulnera-
ble to budgetary uncertainties and
the shifting priorities of local govern-
ment. “When library budgets are cut,
youth services are the first to suffer,”
said Mary Kay Chelton, associate

professor, Graduate School of Library
and Information Studies at Queens
College, City University of New
York. Ironically, Chelton added, “sta-
tistics show that kids are libraries’
biggest users, but budgets for youth
services are not allocated according
to that reality,” Chelton, who has
written several reports on library
services to children and teens, said
that youth programs took their
biggest hits in the 1980s. As the
focus of federal spending programs
shifted from cities to suburbs, youth
services — most prevalent in larger,
urban systems — were hurt by com-
petition for local funds. “Many pub-
lic libraries were fighting just to
keep their doors open,” she said.

In recent years, public funding for
libraries has generally improved and
many libraries have been able to
restore services. However, larger or
well-endowed library systems that
can hire specialized staff often find
there’s a shortage of trained chil-
dren’s and young adult librarians. In
the 1970s, the library field began to
move away from the specialization of
staff and toward hiring more gener-
alists. That, coupled in recent years
with a growing emphasis on expert-
ise in information technology, has
resulted in a decline in library
school programs for youth and a
dearth of trained professionals in
that area.

According to Chelton, because of
budget constraints and a lack of
qualified candidates, many libraries
have made children’s librarians also

responsible for young adult services.
“These librarians are stretched to
the breaking point,” she said. “It’s
true that most libraries can’t afford
to hire a young adult 
specialist until other library posi-
tions are in place,” she added. “But
historically public libraries have done
a better job of serving children than
teens. And clearly, more adolescents
use the library when there’s a young
adult specialist on staff.”  ■
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Tucson is one of the fastest growing cities in the nation,

with a population that has increased more than 40 per-

cent since 1980. Unfortunately for the city of 817,000,

many of its youth and families live in poverty. According

to the 1990 U.S. Census, 23 percent of children under

age 18 who reside in Pima County, where Tucson is

located, are poor. Arizona has the third highest rate of

teen pregnancies in the nation and fifth highest rates of

divorces and of births to unwed mothers. County sta-

tistics have revealed that in households headed by

women, 40 percent of children live in poverty.

Among the many problems associated with poverty,

youth crime rose precipitously in Tucson. In 1992, an

alarmed city turned its focus on the issue, and one of

the mayor’s and council’s first measures was to

declare Tucson “a family- and child-friendly community.”

A task force composed of city agencies providing serv-

ices to youth was formed to look at the underlying caus-

es of youth crime and recommend how to tackle the

problem. Tucson-Pima Public Library, which had been

working with vulnerable youth through many of its out-

reach services, was invited to join the task force. 

“This was an extraordinary opportunity for the library,”

said Agnes Griffen, the library’s director. “There we

were, finally being recognized along with the police and

parks and recreation departments as a frontline player

with youth.” 

In fact, this was a well-earned opportunity for the library.

Since the 1970s, it had fine-tuned a range of outreach

programs designed to serve disadvantaged families

and children. A family literacy program targets low-

income rural communities and urban neighborhoods,

providing families with a free meal and a chance to bor-

row books from the library’s bookmobile. The library

also places small collections of children’s and parent-

ing books in the waiting rooms of social services agen-

cies in low-income neighborhoods, helping to calm what

is often a tense atmosphere and providing parents and

children with a way to use the time constructively and

harmoniously. 

Tucson-Pima Public Library is in an envi-

able position. Supported by a citywide

directive from the mayor’s office to focus

on the needs of youth, the library has

been able to play a leadership role in

developing policy and implementing pro-

grams to help a growing number of youth

at risk of failing in school.
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