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The role of the public library as a community space presents two sets of
challenges: the practical, and the philosophical. Practical challenges for the library that
wishes to be a community center include issues such as building design and décor;
meeting room policies; patron behavior policies (as a civic center, how do we define
civility?); service to specific populations such as the homeless or immigrants or tourists;
involvement in civic endeavors such as adult literacy training, health information, and tax
assistance; promotion of the library to various populations and interest groups; knowing
the community as it changes over time (and not leaving anyone out); and sustaining
vibrant programming and rich collections that respond to patrons’ diverse needs and
interests. Philosophical challenges go to the identity of the library itself. What kind of
institution do we want to be? What role do we play in our community? Is our role as
destination more important than our role as information resource? What difference can
we really make?
The 135th Street Branch of the New York Public Library (i.e., Harlem) in the
1920s and 1930s demonstrated what a difference a community-focused library can make
not only for the people it serves, but even for the life of the arts (Anderson, 2003). Branch
director Ernestine Rose arrived in 1920, and through close attention to the neighborhood
around her she made the Harlem library a sparkplug of the Harlem Renaissance. She built
collections relating to African American history and culture, and sought out community
leaders for advice as well as support of programming like art shows, literary and civic
forums, and dramatic productions. The Division of Negro Literature, History, and Prints
that she established in 1925 became the Schomburg Center for Research in Black
Culture, one of the jewels of the New York Public Library. She also broke the color line
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in employment by hiring African American assistants (a revolutionary act for the time,
but one that Rose took as simple common sense for community service).
The principles evident in Rose’s service continue to echo in library literature.
When a group of librarians, publishers, consultants, and other media and communications
professionals got together in 2000 to brainstorm possible futures for different kinds of
libraries, they concluded that the public library had the best shot of survival in the new
world of information, primarily because of the potency and attractiveness of its role as
community center (Himmel & Wilson, 2001). Piwowarczyk describes the library as a
host for the community, stressing collections development (“a good host lays out a
spread”), physically inviting space, library promotions and advertising (the host’s
invitation), and the librarian’s role as friendly guide to information as essential
components of good hosting (Piwowarczyk, 2002). Schull lays out in more significant
detail the practicalities of civic librarianship (Schull, 2004), pointing out that these
concerns for the library’s role are not new but have been with us from the beginning.
One of the things that make the community center role attractive is the idea of
social capital: how human beings derive value from public or civic relationships, and how
fostering those relationships through public policy can build healthier, safer, happier
communities more engaged in the democratic process. The public library plays a natural
part in this configuration, both as information resource and guide, and as a place for
people to gather and make connections. The term “social capital” was coined by
sociologist James Coleman in the 1980s, and popularized by Robert D. Coleman in 2000
(Goulding, 2004). Michael Cart (2002) is just one scholar who has applied the ideas of
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social capital to librarianship, with more practical applications coming from Katherine de
la Peña McCook (2000) and Diantha Schull (2004).
Reaching this shining ideal of community service, as stated at the outset, carries
with it practical implications. The services offered by strong collections, exciting
programming and effective community outreach must be supported by clearly
communicated, consistently applied policies that understand the law and respect patrons
(Budt & Lipinski, 2003), and by a physical space that is not only functional but inviting
(Sivulich, 2001). The Brown County Public Library in Nashville
(http://browncounty.lib.in.us/) makes a prime example of how to design a library building
as community space. Its rustic architecture still lets in generous daylight, and intriguing
artwork graces exteriors and interiors throughout. Collections are housed on an expansive
single floor, arranged in such a way to provide welcoming but clearly demarcated spaces
for different uses. A play space highlights the children’s area at one corner, while a cozy
reading area with sofas in front of the fireplace on the other side of the stacks makes a
delightful place to commune with a good book. Public computers are readily available
near the entrance, adjacent to the circulation desk (which is tucked to the side—in plain
sight, but inobtrusive). You enter the library and immediately want to explore. It is a
space that makes you smile. The lower level includes a series of conference rooms, which
host an active range of classes and meetings. This is a library that knows how to treat its
patrons and staff in creating a space worth going to, and spending time in.
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