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Libraries in Distress

Last in a series.

By Gilbert M. Gaul -
INQUIRER STAFF WRITER
CHOOL'S OUT, and the Wadsworth
Branch of the Free Library of Philadel-
phia is spilling over with the pentup
energy of a dozen kids gathered around
its new computers. .

The noise level is anything but library-like.
But that doesn't bother Martina Eddy, the exu-
berant branch manager.

“We don't want to be a quiet library,” she
says. “We want the kids to feel like they can
come in here and be comfortable.”

By all accounts, they are. On a weekday after-
noon, anywhere from 30 to 80 children can be
found at this bright, attractive library in East
Mount Airy.'Many will stay until dinner time,
when their parents pick them up after work.

While waiting, they use the computers to
play games and write school papers. They do
homework. And they sit around the tables and
talk. About the only thing missing from this

Wadsworth reflects Philadelphia’s strong library
support, which runs counter to the state norm.

Bustling Moimt Airy branch
1s a well-stocked urban oasis

piéture is books.
The library has plenty of them — nearly

25,000 at last count. But this day, the aisles are -

nearly empty of browsers. And circuiation —
the number of books and videos checked out by
readers — is low.

“That worries me,” says Eddy. “It worries me
because iU's my job, and reading is important.
We want all of our patrons 1o read more.”

While some branches report strong book use,
many more report disappeinting figures. And
overall, the 52library Philadelphia sysiem falls
below the state average in book circulation — in
a state that ranks 39th nationatly in-circulation.

It’s not because of money or a shortage of
books. The Free Library is one of the best-
funded libraries in Pennsylvania. It receives

solid linancing from the city. And under its .

savvy president, Elliot L. Shelkrot, it has devel-

oped a highly successful fund-raising program.

In 1994, the most recent year for which com-
See LIBRARIES on A20
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Urban libraries serve a variety of
roles, says Elliot L. Shelkrol, head |

ol the Free Library of Philadelphia.
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E::ative national data were available, the
e Library spent $31.69 for each of the

city’s 1,585,577 residents. That was 59 per-
cent more than the national average of
$19.93 per capita, and 117 percent more than
the state average of S14.58.

+"There is a long tradition of public li-
brary services in Philadelphls,” said Shelk-
rot, who tock over as head of the sprawling
system lh 1987, “Not just that the library is
over 100 years old. There is a real sense of

7. the library being important to people.”

+Shelkrot gives credit to city officials for
provlding a stable funding base. In 1996, the
clty accounted for $42.5 million — or 79 per-
ceént — of the library's $54 million budget,

:“IV's amazing what you can do when you
Know what you are going 10 get,” Shelkrot
shid. “The unusual thing is, there is so little
money for libreries in Pennsylvania, it
rhakes us stand out like & sore thumb. It's
1ot 50 much that we are ont of line with the
national average. Ironically, it's the state of
Pennsylvania that is out of line.”

15pending at the library's branches varies
sharply, state reports show, For exampie, in
fiscal 1995, per<capita spending at the An-
dorra branch in the Northeast was $55.63,
while at the Wadsworth branch it was
§22.38, and at the Widener branch in North
Philadelphia juse $4.83.

+Shelkrot sald the per-capita figures didn't
give a fair plerure, because the census tracts
the library must rely on 1o report branch

hbrnry use didn’t match the branches® ac-
tual service areas.

“Some of those population figures lcensus °

tracts) are pretty arbitrary,” he said,

He points to the Andorra branch, which,
sccording to the census figures, serves a
small population. Located in a busy shop-
ping center, the library attracts readers
from outstde the census tract and reports
high circulation. Those readers are not re-
flected in the per-caplta spending figures.

A better economic measure is what it
costs each branch to check out a book or
video — or what librarians call the cost per
transaction. It is derived by dividing total
expenditures by total clrculation.

he key to the equation is circulation, Li-
braries have relatively fixed costs; each
branch library, for example, has at least two
professional librarlans end three library as-
sistants, Thus, it costs branches with high
circulation less to process a book than
branches with low circulation.

Andorra, for instance, says it costs $2.85
per book checkout. I has per-capila circule-
tion of 19.53 books and videos.

While Wadsworth spends $6.13, Widencr
spends $8.93, and Cobbs Creek, $1097. Wid:
ener and Cobbs Creek both have per<apita
circulation of fewer than one book a year.
Wadsworth's figure {s 3.65 books — better,
but still less than state and national averages.

Shelkrot contends that such comparisons
are not the best way to evaluate the 1i-
brary's effectiveness.
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“There are more books being borrowed
now than when Philadelphia had two mil-
lion in population,” he said. “Tn the mid-"50s,
circulation was ahous 6,1 million. Last year,
it was 6.4 million.”

Circulation is up, although it's difficelt to
make year-to-ycar comparisons because of
changes over time in Stute reporting re-
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Martina Eddy runs the Wadsworth Branch, which has new computers. **We want
the kids to feel like they can come in here and be comfortable,” she says.

quiremenis. And recently the library has
had problems with its data on utilization.

More recent circulation figures include
sudio and video vapes borrowed from the
library. [n 1995, those accounled for nearly
11 percent — 689,614 — of the library’s 1o1al
cireudation of 6.374.491 ilems.

“More people are using our libraries.

Branch plays big role ini city nelghborhood

More kids are coming in for summer pro-
grams, More kids are part of after-school
programs, As loug as those numbers are go-
ing up, I'm happy,” said Shelkrot. i
e also stressed that urban systems faced
problems that other libraries did not. Safety,
poverty and crime all affect circulation.

“The conditicns of so many people in pov-
erty, 80 many situations where the educa-
tion level is low, the struggle is all 100 often
dealing with everyday issues,”" Shelkrot
said. "There are times for a poor person
when reading is a relative luxury,”

Clty dwellers also use the library differ-
ently, he said. Patrons are more likely 1o
come in and read a book or magazine, not
take it home. Also, researchers use the li-
brary's 11 special collections, and most of
that activity takes place in the library.

*We have tried for a long time to come up
with a good way of measuring our in-house
use, and we haven't found a satisfactory so-
lution,” Shelkrot said.

Urban- libraries play other roles besides
being warehouses for books, he said. They
are safe havens in & blighted neighborhood.
They provide after-school programs 10 help
working parents. They offer programs for
preschoolers and young children. And they
are community gethering places and re-
sources. R

That's certainly a role that Martina Eddy
is trying 10 stress. Al the moment, she's
looking for a rug, couch and coffee rnachme
to put in her library's hasement.

"The people in this communily have a
real strong sense of community and look at
this library as a place to get together and
hold meetings,” she says. “What I'm trying
to do is set up a kind of Borders-like atmos
phere. We may even open a thrift shop.”

[n many ways Wadsworth, with its new
computers and community spirit, serves as
an example of the “model urban library sys-
lem” Shetkrot fs putting in place to carry
the Free Library into the next century.

As part of its Changlng Lives Campaign,
the Hbrary s soliciting $38 million from
foundations, corporations and private do-
nors 1o rehovale and update each of its 52
locations. By mid-January it had 535 million
in pledges. including $18 million from the
William Penn Foundation earmarked for
children's services and new technology.

Wadsworth was one of the first libraries
16 go high-tech, installing seven high-speed
multimedia computers with free Internet
access in April 1996, Eddy says the comput.
ers have attracted more visitors. and
changed the culture of the library.

“For decades libraries have been about
books,” she says. "Now, whether it's videos
or computers, information is electronic in
our culture, and that's where libraries have
to go if they're going to survive,”

Initially, the library’s already weak circu-
lation declined after the computers arrived
But it has since rebounded.

"I think it's the excitement of the compur.
ers. | see a lot of new faces in here, includ-
ing a jot more adulis,” says Eddy. "I know
it's early, but I'm hoping this becomes a pat-
tern. People come in 1o play with the com-

* puters, and then "iey take home a bovik,”
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By Gilbert M. Gaui
INQUIRER STAFF WRITER
OUR YEARS AGO, a group of library
directors and state.officials got to-
gether tp revise Pennsylvania's li-
brary-funding formula.

« The goal of the Public Library Project, as
the effort was known, was straightforward:
to devise a way to get local governments to
increase their meager support of libraries.

YBut the reformers ran into opposition
from an unexpected quarter: libraries.

!- Some of the poorly funded libraries they
were trying 1o help didn't want any part of
their reforms. One, in York, paid a lobbyist
$2,500 to defeat the group's efforts before
they resulted in legislation.

*The opposition succeeded. A draft pro-
posal never made it into Gov. Ridge's 1995
budget, despite support from the governor
and his wife, Michelle, a librarian.

"It was defeated in back rooms,” said
Kathryn Stephanoff, a project member and
director of the Allentown Public Library.
“The very libraries with low local support
banded together to resist the change.”

i Directors at some of those libraries of-
fered a different view. They opposed the
reforms, they said, because they were afraid
their iibraries would lose state aid under
the proposed changes. '_:.‘hey also believed

W SRy

the new formula was weighted too heawly
in favor of government support, as opposed
to endowments and corporate donations.
“We were encouraging the state to look at
all sources of income, not just at local gov-
ernment support,” said William Schell, di-
rector of the Martin Memorial Library in

.York. A related nonprofit group hired

Schell’s brother-in-law, a lobbyist, 10 press
its case in Harrisburg.

The Martin Memorial Library relies heav-
ily on endowment income and corporate do-
nations. Government support frem the cily
and county is slight, accounting for ahout
one-quarter of the library's $1.2 million
budget. “It’s highly unlikely that will ever
go up,” Schell sald. State aid accounts for 31
percent.

But it was because of weak local support
that the Public Library Project was [ormed.
Pennsylvania ranks near the bottom of all
states in local library funding.

Project members concluded that the best
way to increase local support was by tying
state aid — about $2¢9 millicn in 1995 —
more closely to it.

Currently, about 25 percent of the state
appropriation is based on local support. .
Project niembers wanted to increase that to
57 percent, and to tie il to the financial abil-
ity of a commu‘rhjty to support library serv-

IN DISTRESS

ices, as measured against local property val-
ues.

Thus, a poor community that made a
strong effort to support its library would
have been rewarded with increased stale
aid, while an affluent community that did
not would lose aid over time.

To give libraries lime to adjust, the pro-
posal included a *hold harmless” provision
— a guaraniee that libraries would not re-
ceive less stalec aid than in the prior year
while the new formula was being phased in
over five years.

Many small librarics were skeptical. They
worried that they would lose money follow-
ing the phase-in period. What happened if
local governmenis continued io ignore
them? Absent a mandate, they couldn't
force those municipalities to give them
more money.

“They were never {hinking the leverag-
ing Itying state aid to more local support)
might help,” said Laura Shelley, director of
the Northland Public Library near Pms-
burgh and a project member.

“I think a lot of libraries were nervous,”
. said Nancy Smink, another member, who is
direetor of the DPottsville Public Library.
“I'hey were afraid they would lose money
after the hold-harmless period was over.
There's, just sv much history to overcome in

N ot all llbrarles are eager for funding reform

Pennsylvania.”

The irony, said cne state official, was that
by doing nothing, they were dooming them-
selves to mediocrity,

"The goal was to bring Pennsylvania from
about $8 [per cap1ta] in local-government in-
come, which is about what it was, to the
national average of about $17,” said Barbara
Cole, an administrator with the State Li-
brary of Pennsylvania. “We thought we
could get there in about 10 years.”

-Cole discounted the fears expressed by
Martin Memorial’s Schell and others that
the formula placed too heavy an emphasis
on local government support. Even with its
endowment income, Martin Memorial
spends less on operations, $11.01 per capita,
than the state average, $14.58, she said.

“If you lock at his statistics, | haven’t seen
anything that substitutes for strong local
government support of libraries,” Cole said.

For his part, Schell said the lesson he took
away from the Public Library Project was
that “we need to have more local govern-
ment support. But it’s one thing to want it,
it's another to have iL.”

Allentown’s Stephanoff took away a dif-
ferent lesson.

“It was fairly easy to defeat because it's so
much easier to do nothing than something,”
she sairl. “People were scared of change.”
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- Long overdue

Pennsylfuama S lzbrarzes arein sad need of money.

The poorly funded poorly
equipped libraries of Pennsylvania
fall far short of what residents de-
serve, and much less than what
they'll need in the 21st century. Refi-
nancing and reorganizing the state's
485 libraries should. be a top priority

for the state legislature this year.

" Libraries are the only source of
magazines, books and computers for
many residents. They also serve as an
extension of public education: Na-
tional studies show students perform
better on reading tests in towns with
strong libraries, and library use is
one of the strongest factors in pre-
dicting SAT verbal scores.

Yet this commonwealth spends
just $14.05 per capita on libraries —
far below the national average of
$19.93 and $20 less than New York,
the leading state. The state’s libraries
have ‘fewer computers, CD-ROMs,
magazines and videos than those in
all but a handful of states. And when
it comes to reading, Pennsylvania
- ranks near the bottom (41st) in per-
capita circulation of books.

Among all professionals in Penn-
sylvania, from accountants to econo-
mijsts to teachers, none earns less
than librarians. Some librarians with
master’s degrees and 20 years’ experi-
ence barely earn minimum wage.

The situation, as described in a re-
cent Inquirer series by Giibert M.
Gaul, is short-sighted and outrageous.

How did the libraries in the home

" state of their great champion, An-

drew Carnegie, wind up lagging on
most counts behind those in 36 other
states? A funding formula straight
out of the 19th century combined
with an unreasonable adherence to
local cantrol and a phobia of “man-
dates.”

First, the finances: To qualify for
state aid, a library has to raise at least
32 per resident, from taxes or dona-
tions, or it must receive tax support
egual to one-haif of a mill of local
property tax, a higher alternative.
The sorry truth is only 14 libraries
met the alternative in 1995. .

* Most went for the $2 standard, a

figure unchanged from Mr. Carne:

ngS days, and 49 l]brames didn’t
even make that level. " 'v*

As a result, spendmg varies wild-
ly, even in areas like suburban Phila-
delphia, where facilities are better
than most. In Montgomery County,
for instance, North Wales spends
$243 per capita on library -opera-
tions; Abington spends $26.60, and
Ludington, part of the Lower Merion
system, a whopping $71.37.

Second, the cherished tradition of
local control translates into hun.
dreds of independently run libraries
with separate budgets and stalfs. So -
most communities resist consolidat-
ing or sharing resources because, as
the president of the Lewisberry Bor-
ough Council told The Inquirer, “We
just felt like we deserved our own.”

Compare this strategy- to Ohio,
which has the most heavily used li-
brary system in the nation. Ohio sets
aside a percentage of its slate income
tax for libraries, providing a predict-
able, growing source of revenue.

Secondly, Ohio has successfully
regionalized its services so that it has
only 250 library districts. But its resi-
dents make 45 million visits, almost
16 million more than Pennsylva-
nians, and check out 80 million more
books than do folks in Pennsylvania,

No one in Harrisburg should be
satisfied with those comparisons —
especially Gov. Ridge, whose wife,
Michelle, is a former librarian.

First, the ludicrous $2 standard
should be updated. Then, the state
should rejigger the funding formula
to reward communities which put

. more into their libraries. So a poor

town that made a strong effort to sup-
port its library would gét more state
aid, while a richer town that did not
would lose-out over time,

Some struggling communities, un:
able to rise to the challenge, may
have 1o unite with others nearby —

" even if it means sharing space and

closing some buildings. Jointly they
could find the funds to get more state
aid, save on administrative costs, and
draw more public support. .

* Tomorrow: What library trustees, li-
brarians and the public can do.
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- Long overdue, Part 2

. There can be a happy ending for Pa. libraries.

Pennsylvania has the answer 1o
the serious and growing problem of
the state’s underfunded, meagerly
equipped libraries.

Why? Because every Pennsyliva-
nian can take action — advocate for
change, donate a book or a dollar —
to fix the woeful imbalance between
what residents need and what they
get from libraries. .

Short of money, due to a statewide
phobia of mandates and a 19th-cen-
tury aid formula, libraries are falling
further behind as they try to meet
their mission of promoting reading
and literacy.

Change is due in Harrisburg, of

_course, but aiso closer to home. It's

time for book-starved residents to
swallow their local pride and join
with their neighbors before the
state’s libraries lose even more
ground in their race with the de-
mands of the future,

Even as they clamor for political
action, libraries — particularly small
ones — can come together to form
support groups, tackling common
problems. They can team up to send a
single representative to professional
association workshops on public re-
lations, fund-raising and marketing.
They can share resources and jointly
buy supplies.

Then libraries could market

| Editorial Board will respond 1o as

themselves as regional assets, a bona
fide approach to raise outside funds.
The Free Library of Philadelphia’s
multimillion-dollar grants from the
William Penn Foundation and the
Pew Charitable Trusts show that the
“value to us all” appeal works.

Such “radical” changes may meet
resistance. But Pennsylvanians need
to shake the ostrich-like attitude that
has made the state's library system
an embarrassment. ) '

Libraries do much more than just
supply reading material. They help
create and sustain a lifelong interest
in literacy and learning. Libraries
both stimulate and feed the hunger
for information that's driving the
economy. The notion that a state can
expect to grow and educate young
people without good public libraries
is straight from the dark ages.

Push for more cooperation at
home -and more funding from the
state. And ask Gov. Ridgé to discuss
the issue with his wife, Michelle. As a
former librarian, she knows what’
the state is missing.

M To comment briefly on’these
edilorials, call 215-854-5060. The

many calls as possible.
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