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Introduction and Research Question

During Fall 2011, I created and implemented two series of education programs, 

one for children and one for adults, at Leeds Public Library (hereafter referred to as 

LPL) in Leeds, Devon County, Wisconsin. The programs were based on using objects 

from the Leeds Museum of Anthropology, the Leeds Museum of Art, and Leeds 

Historical Society, and were implemented during a four-month period. This programming 

was a collaborative effort between the local museums and I, and also between the 

youth and adult departments within the library itself, and I. Educational library programs 

such as these are sometimes the result of collaborations with different external parties; 

for example, healthy eating programs at LPL are offered in collaboration with a 

nutritionist from the local state university. The result of my collaborative efforts was a 

series of eight stand-alone education programs, which utilized the education collections 

from the museums, in the library setting, potentially widening audiences for both the 

museums and the library. I was aiming to promote the museums by increasing 

awareness of their collections, and I was also attempting to forge a greater relationship 

between the museums and the library. During the implementation process, I observed 

that the adult programs were much less well attended than the children’s programs. 

Through discussions with LPL staff members, I discovered that low attendance levels 

for adult programming was a regular occurrence.

 Through this research, it is my aim to examine and compare LPL with Carterton 

Public Library (hereafter referred to as CPL), also located in Devon County, Wisconsin. 

Specifically, I focus on adult library programs at the two public libraries, to discover any 

factors that may explain why the LPL adult programs are poorly attended and to 
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potentially offer solutions to increase attendance. From my own experiences, I know 

that a lot of time and energy goes into preparing adult programming events in libraries, 

and it can be disappointing when programs are not well attended. The programs I 

developed and implemented were devised with the intention of attracting both regular 

and infrequent users to the library. They were aimed at providing fun, interesting and 

educational activities that are not offered elsewhere in the local community, so I was 

expecting them to be well attended due to these qualities.

Records are maintained showing attendance levels of all programs at the library, 

and this information is used as the main method of judging the success of programming. 

I have used information from the LPL “Monthly Report Stat” sheets to access 

attendance levels of adult programs, and have had access to equivalent data at CPL. I 

interviewed staff at both libraries to find out how programs are implemented, as well as 

interviewing program attendees. I also had access to library user surveys conducted at 

LPL. I am interested in finding out why the adult programs are poorly attended at LPL, 

and it is my intention to use CPL as a comparison, to examine variables between the 

two sites that may explain this phenomena. How can attendance for adult programs at 

the public library be increased? These findings have potentially wider implications for 

the public library; if program attendance levels are low, then does that that mean the 

library is failing to meet the needs of the community? How can the library find out what 

those needs are? Indeed, what is the relationship between the pubic library and 

community? Is the library more of an education provider or a community center? This 

research aims to explore and answer these questions.
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Literature Review

Although for many people the public library may simply be a place from which to 

borrow books, it is also thought of as an educational institution, for both independent 

learning and informal learning opportunities. This review looks at literature that explores 

the various roles performed by the public library, specifically as education provider and 

as community center. I include an examination of the history and development of adult 

education programming within libraries, the concept of “lifelong learning” and how it has 

been applied to library science, and the relationship between the public library and 

community. I examine the public library-community relationship through the lenses of 

funding and the degree of collaboration between the public library and community 

agents. Finally, I make suggestions for future research that could be carried out on this 

topic.

Historically, the provision of adult education has always been one of the key 

functions of American public libraries. Grace Thomas Stevenson is quoted by Birge 

(1981) as saying “the educational function of the library is the prime reason for its 

existence” (ix). The public library was intended to be a provider of educational services 

in the community, reaching across socioeconomic boundaries. Since their inception, 

public libraries have offered adults informal education opportunities, as both an 

alternative and compliment to the formal education provided by schools and colleges, 

which have often been unaffordable to many. Birge (1981) notes that “...the provision of 

educational materials and services for adults has been a basic function” of the public 

library, and that this service has “frequently (been) the primary justification upon which 

community financial support” for the library has depended (1). In this way, it seems that 
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funding the public library would have been difficult to achieve without the promise of 

providing educational opportunities for everyone in the community.  Lee, whose 1966 

work Continuing Education for Adults through the American Public Library, 1833-1964 is 

still regarded today as one of the key texts in the field of library sciences, discusses the 

importance of adult education, right from the early development of the American public 

library in the nineteenth century; “self-development was the all-pervading concept upon 

which the library was founded, and adult education was the primary objective, even 

though the term ‘adult education’ was not used” (v). This illustrates, once again, that the 

public library as an institution was always intended to be a provider of adult education. 

Lee’s study goes on to review the evolution of the public library as an educational 

institution, up until the mid-1960s. He suggests that there were four key stages in the 

development of education within the public library during the period 1837 to 1964: 

First, the library began as a single-purpose institution in which education for 

adults was the central aim. Next, it became a multipurpose institution in which 

education, recreation, and reference were the primary objectives, with recreation 

and reference eventually taking precedence over education. Third, it entered a 

period of appraisal in which attempts were made to revitalize its educational 

objective. Fourth, it is currently placing major emphasis on its informational and 

educational objectives and less on its recreational objective. (119)

These phases identified by Lee show that education has consistently been a component 

of public library objectives, although it has not always been the top priority. Of the latter 

phase, Lee observes that “educational services for adults through the public library were 

focused more and more on local community concerns, (and) were often planned and 
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cosponsored by the library and another agency” (119). I have observed this to be true of 

some services offered by LPL and CPL, for example local history programs and healthy 

lifestyle classes.

Van Fleet (1990) identifies many ways in which public libraries provide education 

services to adults. She says:

...the history of the library’s educational services to adults, the individualized 

nature of the library’s approach to service, the evidence of the library’s ongoing 

commitment to service provision, and strong supportive theory from other 

disciplines all converge at the point of a commitment to lifelong learning on the 

part of the public library (169).  

One such supportive theory is that of ‘Lifelong Learning,’ which is often used as an 

umbrella term for all adult services offered by public libraries. The concept of Lifelong 

Learning originates from 1920s Britain, when education scholars Yeaxlee and Lindeman 

recognized that education was a process to be continued throughout adulthood and not 

just restricted to one’s school years (Cross-Durrant and Brookfield, 2001). The term was 

originally used within the context of adult and continuing education, rather than in the 

field of library science. Additionally, there has been a shift to use the word ‘learning’ to 

replace ‘education’ within the field of library science. McNicol and Dalton (2003) explain 

this transition as “...reflecting the recognized inclusion of both formal and informal 

elements of learning; the increased emphasis on learning as a lifelong process and the 

corresponding increase in flexible and informal learning opportunities” (27).  In addition 

to providing adult education, types of education programs offered by the public library 

should incorporate characteristics of formal and informal learning styles. McNicol and 

Dalton (2003) also claim that in order to fulfill the potential of supporting library users 
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throughout the process of learning, the public library “...will need to work closely with 

policymakers and practitioners from the education sector as well as collaborating with 

other organizations in the cultural domain” (28). This highlights the need for the public 

library to collaborate with outside parties within the community, in order to provide 

multifaceted adult education programs. McNicol and Dalton conclude that for the future 

improvement of adult services, “developing a wider understanding of the roles that 

libraries can fulfill in collaboration with other organizations will be vital in developing 

partnerships to support learning” (43). This is in agreement with Line’s opinion (1997) 

that “the more closely associated with other public services libraries - in particular 

education - can become, the better they are likely to fare” (80), suggesting that in order 

to mature and grow, the public library needs to reach out to other institutions in an 

attempt to review and revitalize its adult education services. 

The relationship between public library and community is symbiotic. Mulder 

(2011) goes as far as to say that the public library is “a necessary place of bringing 

people together in the community” (25). Making connections with community, and 

enhancing connections within those communities, is a major function of public libraries. 

Like Lee, Birge (1981) stresses the importance of collaborations in developing adult 

education programs tailored to the needs of the local community. She explains:

...good program planning must be built upon adequate assessment of community 

needs. Such assessment could...provide the opportunity to elicit the support and 

cooperation of other concerned agencies and make the library’s educational 

commitment more widely known. (147)
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This implies that through exploring their local communities, librarians could discover 

new ways to reach out to new partnerships to help expand and build upon adult 

education programming. Furthermore, Birge points out that  “...leaders of programs of 

nontraditional education are anxious to cooperate with public libraries...”, which 

demonstrates the potential of collaborations with outside parties to develop new kinds of 

programs (142). This emphasis on forging greater ties with other institutions in the 

community reflects my experience of forming a collaborative program between local 

museums, a public library and a college. All parties involved were enthusiastic about 

this collaborative approach to creating an educational program, and the experience 

provided opportunity to create new types of programs. The collaboration also generated 

a great deal of publicity in the local media, which arguably had positive outcomes for all 

the institutions and parties involved. Indeed, Van Fleet (1990) claims that “a closer 

alliance with other institutions and a focus on the educational goal” are essential for the 

survival of the public library (199).  She argues that collaborations with other 

educational institutions or community agencies provide “opportunity for innovation and 

expansion of educational service” as a way for the public library to adopt a more 

“dynamic and indispensable role in society” (199). This contributes to expanding the 

public library’s position in the community, which is an agreement with Birge’s opinion 

that “if the library is to be perceived by the public as a truly educational institution, there 

must be commitment that is much more visible to the community” (1981, 145). Indeed, if 

the community doesn’t know what opportunities for learning exist at the public library, 

then there is little reason for the public library to offer such services. Knowledge of these 

services must reach the community, in order for people to turn to the public library for 
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their educational needs. Line (1997) discusses the uniqueness of the services provided 

by public libraries: “...it is hard to see any other sort of institution that would combine all 

the desirable functions that public libraries perform,” stressing the valuable, and unique, 

place in society that the public library inhabits (80). It can be viewed as a source of 

knowledge and learning, as well as a hub of the community.

Enujioke (2001) highlights the importance of meeting the needs and interests of 

the community. His research suggests that librarians need to maintain knowledge about 

the populations their libraries serve “...in order to better understand and appropriately 

meet the need of their clients” (125). For example, if educational programs were 

designed to meet the specific needs and interests of library users, then Marchant (1991) 

suggests that more of those users would be motivated to attend such programs. His 

research was designed to investigate the reasons why adults use public libraries, based 

upon the assumption that  “library use occurs when the patron’s motivation is stronger 

than the inhibitions that discourage use” (202). An alternative explanation of this would 

be that people need to be motivated, in order to use the public library. Marchant 

believes that “the social roles that people accept affect their use of the library” and 

through understanding these roles, libraries have the potential to design services and 

programs that meet the needs and interests of specific groups of library users (234). For 

example, a parent such as myself is likely to use the library to find materials and 

programs for their children, whereas a student may use the library to find resources to 

help with their educational goals. Conversely, Harris (1998) states that from the point of 

view of library users, “libraries are not associated with social roles” (15). Instead, people 

usually think of the free lending service or the educational services provided, rather than 
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how library use is affected by one’s social roles (15).  In a further analysis of his 1991 

study, Marchant concludes that “for many people, going to the library is a social event 

involving small groups...Librarians might improve their service by studying small group 

theory and applying it to the development of library service programs” (1994, 107). This 

implies that some education programs ought to be directed toward catering for pre-

existing groups of people, as opposed to assuming that program attendees are always 

individual library users, gathered as a group of strangers at each program. In my 

experience, this is true of children’s story time events; the groups of parents and 

children that attend usually already know each other and use the program as a way to 

socialize with other family groups.

The public library provides many opportunities for adults to socialize with each 

other. Types of educational services offered to adults today include lecture series, book 

discussion groups, workshops, individual assistance with personal research projects, 

computer classes, and movie screenings. Lewis (2002) provides examples of the most 

common types of adult education programs offered by public libraries: 

computer/internet instruction; book/film discussions or presentations; cultural 

performances; recreational activities; parenting skills; financial planning/ 

investment information; employment/ career guidance; college/ continuing 

education guidance; and citizenship preparation (13). 

Of these, he identifies computer/ internet instruction, book/ film discussions or 

presentations, and cultural performances as the most frequently offered varieties of 

adult education programs (13). Birge (1981) evaluates the development of library 

services for adults, including the different types of education programs offered. She 
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observes that programming often appears chaotic, without any clear purpose or 

overarching goals and themes: “A library’s adult education offerings can quickly become 

a potpourri of miscellaneous and largely unrelated activities, without focus or direction 

and lacking any semblance of a cohesive pattern of development and growth” (2). This 

offers a possible explanation of why adult education programs may be poorly attended; 

if the programming seems chaotic and inconsistent then perhaps people are less likely 

to feel motivated to attend. Regardless of the types of programs offered by libraries, 

Birge recommends that “...the entire educational program of the library (should) undergo 

periodic scrutiny...to determine whether it is meeting its objectives and is still serving the 

community” (148).  Reviews such as this would help ensure that programs do not 

become stagnant or redundant, that they evolve and change to meet the needs of 

library users and community members.

The public library exists to meet the needs of the community. Indeed, Goodes 

(2001) suggests that public libraries are “the center of community life” (14). She quotes 

John P. Kretzmann, a speaker at the 2001 American Library Association (ALA) 

conference, as stating “…when you see a vibrant community, it is often one with a good 

public library in the middle” (14). Although further investigation is needed to elaborate on 

what he means by the word “good,” the sentiment behind this statement is that the 

public library can unite and enhance a community. Weigand (2011) carried out research 

on five “Main Street public libraries,” his term for small-town American public libraries, in 

an attempt to discover what their roles were within the communities they served. He 

concludes that they
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...functioned primarily as active agencies peacefully mediating local cultural and 

literary values, supplying patron-driven fictional media, and providing public 

space - all of which over the generations enabled these communities to weave a 

socially harmonious fabric that their libraries helped craft and then put on display. 

(48)

The concept of the public library as a community center is further explored by McCook 

(1992). She claims that “libraries provide a central community location...” that is 

consistently “...freely open to all” (247). The premise for McCook’s research is that the 

public library is the only public institution that “provides acceptance without conditions” 

(245). Perhaps, it is due to the nature of the library being open to all, that it is necessary 

to provide a wide range of adult education programs that reflect the needs of the local 

community. The public library can be seen, and used, as a community center. Line 

(1997) argues that public libraries “can serve...as community information centers” (68), 

which is a role usually performed by the reference desk within the library. I have 

witnessed library users approaching the reference desk to ask for company telephone 

numbers, tax forms, program information, technical assistance with downloading 

materials to e-readers, and many other types of information requests. These examples 

all indicate that the community views the public library as an information center, in 

agreement with Line’s argument. 

The matter of funding for public libraries has always been, and continues to be, 

an important issue that affects both community involvement and education 

programming. Lee (1966) notes that funding for public libraries was originally justified by 

the adult educational services it provided: “the public library was the first tax-supported 
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agency established in the United States for the informal education of adults. It was 

organized specifically to provide a means by which mature individuals could continue to 

learn through their own efforts” (1). This reflects how important the role of education 

originally was during the early years of public libraries in America. Funding is an issue 

explored by Birge (1981) in relation to adult education programming. She states that the 

public library “...is hindered from developing its full potential as an educational institution 

because of its limited financial resources” (140). She refers to a study carried out by 

The Commission on Non-traditional Study, which found that a lack of appropriate 

financial support was one of the “..primary obstacles to more active library participation 

in educational programs” (141). Seymour and Layne (1977) also discuss the problem of 

funding. They argue that every public library should be “sufficiently funded,” so as to 

“provide an adequate level of library service to all segments of the general population 

within the library’s area of service”, including the provision of adult education programs 

(155). Determining how much funding would be ‘sufficient’ to enable effective 

programming to be provided is problematic, but as in all public institutions, the public 

library has to justify its budget. Van Fleet (1990) laments that “recent reductions in 

funding have caused some libraries to begin a period of retrenchment” (199). However, 

the Library Services and Construction Act has ensured that libraries have received at 

least some federal support since the 1960s (Monroe and Heim, 1991, 22). 

Such federal support is viewed by Van Fleet and Raber (1990) as “a logical 

extension of a government commitment to social welfare” (463). However, receiving 

federal funding has come at a cost. Van Fleet and Raber discuss how public libraries 

have “been influenced by national social and cultural policy goals” through acts such as 
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the Library Services Act (LSA) and the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) 

(464). For example, funds from NEH are distributed to public libraries in the form of 

grants, so it is not a guaranteed source of funding, and relies on programs meeting 

specified criteria (465). The NEH was implemented to “encourage public understanding 

of the humanities, an interest in academic and public library humanities resources 

through thematic programs, exhibitions, publications, and other library activities to 

stimulate the use of the resources” (465). Van Fleet and Raber (1990) argue that 

through being allocated this sociocultural role by the government through funding 

controls, librarians have developed library missions that are “devoted to the provision of 

social services and cultural programming” (467). Although questions have been raised 

about the extent to which libraries should have this kind of function, Van Fleet and 

Raber (1990) note that this sociocultural role gives public libraries “a legitimate place in 

American society” (467). McCook and Barber (2002) observe that problems arise out of 

the trend of federal funding for library programs. They say the dilemma faced by 

librarians “...is to accommodate librarians’ historical commitment to lifelong 

learning...which has had a humanistic orientation, with the demands of a federal climate 

in which these activities are viewed primarily as work-related” (68). In this way, McCook 

and Barber (2002) are suggesting that the intrinsically personalized customer service 

provided by librarians is under threat from bureaucratic funding regulations. Line (1997) 

investigates British public libraries, although his findings can be applied to libraries in 

the US. He indicates that funding problems may be “alleviated by close partnerships 

both with other local services and with the private sector” (68). This suggests that in the 

future at least some funding for public libraries may come from agencies beyond federal 
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or state sources, simultaneously forging greater ties with the community whilst 

potentially restoring autonomy to the public library employees, although private funding 

might also bring with it another set of restrictions or requirements. 

At the present time there is still a limited amount of literature that examines the 

different kinds of adult programs offered by libraries, but there are scholars who, like 

me, are actively engaged in conducting research to contribute to this body of 

knowledge. Stephens (2006), in her article on library adult services in the twenty-first 

century, suggests that “new research is needed on which services are currently 

provided to adults” by public libraries throughout the US (232). Stephens stresses the 

importance and relevance of such research: “Knowing which services public libraries 

provide for adults, including special interest groups of adults, and how these services 

are selected, is vital to determining and publicizing the valuable contributions public 

libraries make to their communities” (233). Findings from such research, would, 

Stephens argues, “...provide a valuable knowledge base for future research on use and 

evaluation of services and numerous other aspects of public library management” as 

well as providing insight to benefit “local and state library budget requests and for local, 

state-level, and national library planning” (233).  This indicates that there is great 

potential for further research that explores the public library as community center, and 

the relationship between the public library and the role it plays in being a service 

provider of adult education within the community. One such study could compare the 

relationship between museums and the community, to see if there are similar issues 

with providing education in the museum setting as well as in the library setting. It would 

be interesting, for example, to compare the theories of museum studies with those of 
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library science, to see if any parallels can be drawn regarding the implementation of 

education programs. 
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Methodology

The research for this study was descriptive and was intended to determine the 

nature of adult education programming in two public libraries as it existed between Fall 

2012 and Spring 2013. Numerous key aspects of adult education programming were 

examined in an attempt to accomplish an in depth analysis of how programming is 

developed and implemented at the two libraries. Areas of analysis included: idea 

development, scheduling, decision-making, collaborative elements, publicity and 

marketing, and the program development process from initial ideas and discussions 

through to implementation and evaluation. Qualitative research can be described as “an 

enquiry process of understanding” in which the researcher develops a “complex, holistic 

picture, analyzes words, reports detailed views of informants, and conducts the study in 

a natural setting” (Cresswell, 1998, p.15). I utilized the following research methods.

I conducted systematic observations of adult education programs, in order to 

become familiar with how the programs were implemented and to gain insight on 

program participation. The programs were selected so that they covered a variety of 

topics. I wanted to see how different kinds of programs were implemented, instead of 

restricting my research by choosing programs that were too similar in nature. Namely, I 

observed a “learn to knit” workshop, a lecture on Paul Bunyan, and a local history talk to 

mark Martin Luther King, Jr. Day. I carried out these observations as a non-participant 

observer, meaning that although I was present in the room, I did not actively participate 

in the program events. Gay explains that the “emphasis during observation is on 

understanding the natural environment as lived by participants, without altering or 

manipulating it” (381). Observing as a non-participant enabled me to make immediate 
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field notes during the education programs, whilst being as discreet as possible, to avoid 

influencing the program proceedings. This methodology ensures “the researcher 

observes and records behaviors but does not interact or participate” in the event being 

observed (Gay, 382). I used an observation protocol, which Gay recommends “to 

provide the researcher with a focus during the observation” and to make it easier to 

organize observation notes (385). My observation notes were used as one way of 

examining the education programs, but I also used interviews to gain further knowledge. 

The interviews gave me insight into how the librarians plan programs in theory, whereas 

the observations gave e the opportunity to witness programming in practice. 

By interviewing library employees I was able to gather more in depth data, 

directly from people working in the field, extending my knowledge beyond observation 

field notes. Interviewees were selected according to their involvement in adult education 

programming at the libraries, including librarians within the adult departments and 

employees involved with the promotion of programming. Specifically, I conducted 

interviews with the people listed below. Note that all the names of people and places 

have been changed, to preserve their anonymity. 

• Carol Ritz, Head of Information Services at CPL, since 2008. She supervises 

library staff who are responsible for programming.

• Emma Johnson, Head of Adult Services at LPL, since 2008. She implements 

programs as well as supervising other library staff who work on adult 

programming.

• Susan Blake, Public Relations Coordinator, Fiesta Library System, Devon 

County. Fiesta Library System is an organization that supports the public libraries 
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of Devon County, through providing administrative services such as publicity and 

marketing, interlibrary loans, and coordinating deliveries of materials between the 

different public libraries.

• Caroline Slater, Public Services Librarian, LPL. Her role includes the planning 

and implementing of adult programs.

• Frances Anderson, Children's Services Librarian at LPL and Adult Services 

Librarian at CPL. Although she is not directly involved in adult programming, I 

interviewed her to gain insight regarding the differences and similarities between 

the two public libraries.

These interviews were all conducted via email due to difficulties in finding 

mutually convenient times to meet; email was the best alternative to meeting in person 

or attempting to coordinate times for telephone interviews. I used structured interviews, 

with open-ended questions, between Fall 2012 and Spring 2013. The full interview 

questions are listed in appendices B, C and D. Through the collection of this data, I was 

able to gain a more complete picture of the adult education program processes and the 

people that were involved in these programs, from conception and idea development, 

scheduling and promotion, right through to implementation and evaluation. In addition to 

those involved with the implementation of programs, I also interviewed program 

participants. Unfortunately, it was not possible to interview every participant at the 

programs I observed; rather I spoke with a small number of people at each, and only 

with those that were willing to be interviewed. These interviews were structured and 

limited to four questions, to keep them as brief as possible, and to ensure that each 

participant was asked exactly the same set of questions. The main purposes of these 
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interviews were to find out from program participants why they had chosen to attend this 

particular event, how they had heard about it, if they had ever attended a program at the 

library previously, and if they believed the library programs were meeting their own 

interests and needs. The full list of questions used can be seen in appendix A. These 

interviews were not audio taped, instead I made brief notes as the interviewees 

responded to questions. I made this decision for convenience, and to avoid the 

possibility of program attendees refusing to be interviewed due to the presence of a 

recording device. After each interview, I elaborated my notes as soon as possible, so as 

to more accurately reflect the comments made by the interviewees.

In addition to the qualitative data gathered in this research, through interviews 

and observations as outlined above, I also utilized some quantitative data, although this 

data was not collected by me. Both libraries routinely collect data on the numbers of 

participants for every education program they facilitate, as one way to measure the 

success of such programs. I gained permission to access to this information, in the form 

of spreadsheets. This enabled me to compare the participation levels at each library for 

different adult education programs. I had access to data from 2012 at CPL, and 2011 

and 2012 at LPL. This information was a valuable addition to the qualitative data 

gathered through observations and interviews; it provided evidence of attendance 

levels, which could be compared at each library. This data did have limitations, however. 

There are gaps in the CPL  data, for example, due to staff changes at the time the data 

was collected, and the programs by the libraries are not identical, so any comparisons 

that are made are in general terms only.
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Research Limitations

This study was limited to two libraries in Devon County, Wisconsin, and focused 

on a narrow selection of interviewees, during a fixed time frame. Due to the uniqueness 

of the study within this specific context, it would be difficult to replicate this study. Other 

libraries would be intrinsically different from LPL and CPL; they would be different sizes, 

and likely offer different kinds of adult education programs, catering to different 

audiences of varying populations with differences in demographics and locations, thus 

making any direct comparisons to this study problematic. Although desirable, it would be 

unrealistic to widen the study to include all adult programs at both libraries over a longer 

period, due to the extensive amount of work and time required to complete such an 

undertaking. This restriction did limit the breadth, validity and outcomes of this study, but 

it was necessary to make a narrow selection of programs during the timeframe, to make 

this research manageable. 

During the interview process, interviewees’ responses were reflections of, and 

confined to, their personal experiences in LPL and / or CPL, either as employees or as 

participants in adult education programs. It was problematic to use these responses and 

opinions to make general statements about libraries and education programming in the 

wider context. The views and opinions expressed during the interviews relate only to 

this specific context; to adult education programs implemented at these two libraries in 

Devon County, Wisconsin. In addition, due to the nature of qualitative research, the data 

obtained in this study through interviews may be subject to different interpretations by 

different readers. The interpretations that I made based on this data may differ from 

other interpretations of the same data. 
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Similarly, the interpretative nature of qualitative research means that I have 

unveiled my own bias in the analysis and interpretation of the data. I was an employee 

at LPL during the time this research was conducted. I worked as a library page there 

from September 2011 until May 2012, and subsequently as a library assistant from June 

2012 until the present time, but in a completely different department to those librarians 

who work on adult education programming. I also personally experienced some of the 

challenges of developing and implementing adult education programming. However, my 

own program development and implementation was done in the capacity as a student 

collaboration with LPL and was not associated in any way to my employment there. 

Indeed, my collaborative project started months before I became an employee. I was 

not a part of the adult departments within either of the libraries in this study, although I 

was, undeniably, among the LPL employee cohort. Creswell advises qualitative 

investigators to not conduct research “in one’s own backyard,” but I have chosen to 

reject this advice, as my employment within the library was completely unrelated to the 

adult education programming that was developed and implemented there, and hence, 

remains unaffected by, and does not infringe upon this research study (1998, p.114). 

Although my employment at LPL does raise issues of potential bias, it also provided me 

with many advantages during this research. I was immersed in library culture during this 

time, and through working at the library, I was privy to information that I may not have 

otherwise had access to, and it was easier for me to arrange interviews with staff 

because I already knew them. In comparison, it was more difficult to get information 

from CPL, simply because I was not as familiar with that library and I did not previously 
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know the staff who work there. I would have found it more difficult to conduct this 

research had I not been working at LPL during this time. 

Finally, as another caveat, it is likely that there are unknown reports, other 

documentation, or further research studies that were not taken into account by this 

research, that could have influenced the results, or affected the way in which this 

research was conducted. Subsequent related data or research may have been 

published after this study was completed, which may also influence others’ 

interpretations of my findings.  Therefore, my research can be seen as adding to the 

literature on the public library as educational institution and community center, and not 

simply as an exploration of adult education programming. 
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Background

Public libraries offer education programs aimed at different age groups. For 

example, LPL holds regular youth programming events that are subdivided into different 

age groups: ages one and younger, ages six and younger, and six through twelve. 

Youth programs include story time, craft activities, 4H events, and seasonal events to 

celebrate holidays or authors’ birthdays, for instance. There are further programs aimed 

at the “tween” age group, typically eight to thirteen year olds. These programs are 

usually marketed as “celebration” events, for example “Mardi Gras Celebration.”  In 

addition to the youth department, the library has a young adult section, and there are 

programs that reflect this. For example, an “80’s Throwback Party” program was aimed 

at twelve to eighteen year olds, and was advertised as a “teen event.” Adult programs 

are also offered at the library. These include monthly book discussion groups, movie 

screenings, computer classes, and occasional guest speakers and one-off programs. 

The library also has a large conference room, which is used by local groups for 

meetings, as well as for programming events.

Similarly, CPL, in Carterton, twelve miles north of Leeds, offers programs aimed 

at specific age groups. Children’s programs are devised according to age or school 

grade: one to five years old, grades K through five, grades three through six, grades 

one through five, and family activities for children aged four and above. These programs 

include story times, “learning through play” programs, and themed events such as 

exploring historical events or seasonal holidays. Like LPL, CPL provides programs for 

teens, offered at middle school and high school students. These programs range from 

education advising sessions, to creative programs, costume contests and break-
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dancing competitions.  The library additionally offers a range of programs aimed at the 

adult population, such as book discussion groups, movie screenings, computer classes, 

help with finding employment, and programs with guest speakers. Examples of 

programs offered during 2012 include a local author discussing her book on Wisconsin 

cuisine, one-on-one tax assistance services, and a monthly book discussion group 

focusing on the mystery genre.

Historically, the first recorded library in Leeds was in the form of a service 

provided by volunteer fire companies, dating from 1859 (Tollefson, 5). The Leeds 

Library Association was formed in 1866, but folded nine years later due to a lack of 

financial support. In its place, volunteer fire companies once again ran a library service 

until 1886, when they decided to discontinue the operation (Tollefson, 5). After that, 

there were no further library services in Leeds until 1895, when the tax-funded Leeds 

Public Library was founded. The library building in downtown Leeds was completed in 

1903, and continued to be the library’s home until 1972, when it moved into what had 

been the post office building (5). LPL later moved once again, into a new, larger building 

in 2009, where it currently remains. One of the earliest examples of adult education 

programs at LPL were book discussion groups, which started in 1948 (Tollefson, 28). 

This type of programming continues to be implemented today.

LPL currently serves a population of around 48,000 people, including those 

resident both in the city of Leeds and in nearby townships. In comparison, CPL serves 

around 80,000 people in the neighboring city of Carterton and surrounding areas. Leeds 

has a more diverse population than Carterton, both racially and socioeconomically, 

which is a key difference between the two public libraries. For example, Leeds has high 
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African-American and Latino populations, and has one of the highest rates of 

unemployment in the state. These differences in communities may have an effect on 

attendance levels for programs at these libraries. Like LPL, CPL has a long history of 

providing a library service to its community. 

According to the CPL website, the library initially started out as a private room in 

The Young Men’s Association in Carterton, in 1865. Carterton Public Library was 

officially created in 1886, and was housed in rented spaces until a permanent location 

was built in 1903. Sixty years later, the collection had outgrown the original building, so 

a new library was constructed which eventually opened in 1968. The library today 

remains in the same location, but the building was expanded in the mid-1990’s, thanks 

to a large donation from a local family, who had run a successful business in Carterton. 

The newly expanded building opened in 1996.

As stated on the library website, LPL “strives to reach everyone in the community 

with unique programming for all ages.” Their mission statement reads as follows:

Improve the quality of life in our community by providing resources and services 

that stimulate lifelong personal enrichment, enjoyment, reading and learning. 

CPL also discloses their mission statement on their website:

Providing a welcoming and accommodating environment

Building and maintaining diverse and useful collections

Maximizing access to information and materials

Creating partnerships throughout the community

Meeting and exceeding expectations of those we serve
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When compared, the mission statements from LPL and CPL are quite different, 

even though both libraries offer similar services. For example, it is noticeable that the 

word “learning” is absent from the CPL mission statement, and that neither LPL nor CPL 

mention the word “education,” despite the libraries offering education programs to 

specified age groups. This implies that these two public libraries do not see themselves 

as educational institutions, which may hold significance for the findings in this research. 

Perhaps adult education programs provided by the libraries are not valued by the 

community as much as they could be, because the libraries themselves do not see such 

programs as being truly an educational service. It is also interesting to note that the 

term “lifelong learning,” which is usually associated with libraries, is not mentioned in 

either mission statement. This again suggests that these libraries do not consider 

themselves to be focused on providing opportunities for adult learning. The term 

“lifelong learning” is explored further in the literature review section of this paper. 

Whilst perusing possible ways to investigate adult education programming, I 

compared the two libraries using program information from their websites, and became 

interested in exploring the differences between them in greater detail, primarily to 

investigate whether the types of adult programming they offer are similar or not. 

In addition to interviewing program participants, this study also examines how 

and by whom adult programs are implemented and facilitated and to discover what 

variables affect the two libraries' participation and attendance levels. Interviews were 

conducted with library staff directly involved in the implementation of adult programs. It 

was important to carry out these interviews in an attempt to understand the process of 

developing programs. For example, the marketing and publicity for programming at LPL 
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is carried out by one staff member, who works for a library organization called Fiesta 

Library System, at the Devon County level. I interviewed her, to identify the most 

effective marketing strategies. There is also one librarian who works at both libraries, so 

talking with her provided valuable insight into the major differences between LPL and 

CPL.

In summary, the key aim of this research was to examine how adult programs are 

implemented at LPL and CPL. This was an attempt to discover why the LPL programs 

have been poorly attended, and to suggest ways to increase program participation.  
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Data Analysis: Findings

Program and Library Usage

The LPL Strategic Plan 2012-2015 (published January 2012), identifies a lack of 

awareness among library users about programs offered by LPL. In late 2010 and early 

2011, 258 library users were surveyed by LPL (see Charts 1 and 2). 71% of those users 

stated that they rarely or never attended any library programs. Only 35% said that they 

were satisfied with the variety of adult programs offered by the library. Similar findings 

were produced in a customer survey conducted at LPL by a student intern, Erik Carlson, 

in Fall 2012. A total of 172 surveys were completed, and around 70% of those surveyed 

were adults. The results shown in Table 1 demonstrate that adult programs are an 

underused service at LPL, with only 2% of those surveyed stating that they use 

programs the most out of all library services at LPL.

Table 1: What services do you use the most at the library?

Services % of 172 
responses

Books / audio books 62%

Computer / Internet 9%

Movies or Music 9%

Other 6%

Children's Programs 5%

Adult Programs 2%

Study or Reading Area 2%

Research Databases 1%

Teen Programs 1%

Computer Classes 1%
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Results from a customer survey conducted by LPL in late 2010 / early 2011. (259 

people responded to the survey).

Chart 1: How often do you attend library programs?

This shows that most people interviewed rarely or never attend library programs. 

Chart 2: Are you satisfied with the types of programs and classes for Adults that 

the library offers?

This shows that most people interviewed did not have enough knowledge or experience 

of adult programs to answer the question.

35%

6%

17%

42% Yes
No
Don't know
Not applicable

3%
9%

17%

71%

Weekly
Monthly
3-5 times a year
Rarely / Never
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The LPL strategic plan was written with the purpose of establishing goals “in 

order to meet the needs and desires of the community.” The plan was formulated using 

data gathered “through a poll on library services, as well as customer comments”, 

combined with staff input. Annual statistics were also used, and were “compared to 

Wisconsin Public Library Standards.” 

Of the five Service Responses identified in the Strategic Plan, one is specifically 

about adult programming. It is broken down into two goals, with specific objectives. The 

first goal states: “Residents will have access to reliable information and guest lecturers 

to help make life decisions.” One of the objectives for this goal states that the library will, 

annually, “provide at least 2 educational / wellness programs for adults per month. 

Programs will be planned and promoted in a time-frame appropriate for marketing.” One 

of the expected outcomes of this is that “at least 24 educational / wellness adult 

programs will be offered each year; participation in adult programming will increase.” 

The second goal states: “Residents will find resources and opportunities to help them 

explore topics of personal interest.” Specifically, one of the objectives explains that the 

the library will “annually, host a series of programs for adults and teens on specific 

topics, such as financial literacy, new technologies, social media, health and wellness, 

current topics, etc.” Another objective targets the marking of programs; “implement a 

well-organized planning and marketing strategy for reaching intended audiences for 

adult, teen, and youth programs.” Measures for these objectives include the following: 

“participation in library programs will increase; at least (75% - year two; 85% - year four) 

of residents participating in library programs will indicate that the programs are very 
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good or excellent.” It was also expected that new marketing strategies would be 

explored in 2012 and implemented by 2013.

Like LPL, CPL also has a strategic plan, as outlined on the library website. This 

“Strategic Vision” was developed to “meet the needs of our patrons and our community. 

Whether you’ve been visiting the library for years or have never walked through our 

doors, we hope these goals will make our services more accessible, more attractive and 

even easier for you to use. After all, we are your library.” The specific goals from this 

strategic vision are given below. 

Goal: Prioritize Services

• Evaluate library programming

- Discontinue and/or modify programs that no longer reach the intended market.

- Offer programs that are timely and responsive to the current needs in the 

community. 

• Identify the Top 5 target audiences and develop services for these audiences. 

• Re-allocate staff, volunteers, materials and space to accomplish program goals. 

Goal: Communicate our Mission and Values

• Improve marketing of library programs and services to target audiences. 

These strategic plans are useful tools to examine the priorities of the two public 

libraries. I will later discuss the relationship between the strategic plans and program 

planning at CPL and LPL. 

The 2011 figures from the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, as shown 

in Table 2, help illustrate some of the differences between CPL and LPL regarding 
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usage. The total income for CPL, at $4 million, is almost double that of LPL, even 

though they are in the same county. This reflects the differences in size and service 

populations of the two libraries (almost 47,000 people for LPL, and just over 81,000 for 

CPL). From those service populations, LPL had 37,000  people with library cards, 

whereas CPL had 69,000. In theory, the more people that have library cards increases 

the number of people who will regularly use their public library, and hence, also 

increases the population of prospective audiences for programs offered by the library. 

From these figures, it is obvious that CPL has a larger audience than LPL. Despite 

differences in size, it is interesting to note that attendance levels of children's programs 

at both libraries is almost the same, but there is far greater attendance of all other 

programs (including adult programming) at CPL. Frances Anderson, who works at LPL 

and CPL, explains that the numbers of programs offered are in relation to population 

and budget. CPL serves a larger community, and therefore has a larger budget to work 

with and so can offer more programs than LPL. This means that, overall, CPL has 

higher attendance levels in total, simply because more programs are offered. However, 

this does not necessarily mean that individual programs are better attended than similar  

programs at LPL.
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 Table 2 shows a simple, comparative overview of the two libraries. This data is 

taken from the website of Wisconsin's Department of Public Instruction, which collects 

and publishes statistical information for all public libraries in the state. These figures are 

from 2011, the most recent statistics available at the time of writing. The state publishes 

such data annually. Although there are differences in every category shown, of the 7 

public libraries in Devon County these two are the most similar, and hence, the closest 

match for a comparative study. The remaining 5 public libraries are much smaller, with 

LPL and CPL being the closest in size, budget, and service population. Even though, as 

these figures demonstrate, it is not a totally fair comparison, these two are the best 

match for the purposes of this study.

Table 2: 2011 State Statistics for LPL and CPL.

State Statistics for 2011 Leeds Public Library Carterton Public Library

Municipal population served 36,945 63,515

Total service population 46,729 81,536

Hours open per week 62 hrs 72 hrs

Square footage of the library 55,000 sq ft 65,000 sq ft

Total number of registered borrowers 
(number of people with library cards)

37,625 69,277

Number of library visits 282,094 741,552

Children's Program Attendance 21,516 20,913

Other program attendance (including 
adult programs)

1,492 5,325

Total number of all programs offered 587 825

Total program attendance (all 
programs)

23,368 29,008

Total income (from all sources) $2,141,348 $4,085,759
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Program Planning

My interviews with staff at LPL and CPL demonstrate the similarities and 

differences between the ways in which the two libraries approach program planning. 

Ideas for programs come to librarians at both libraries in very similar ways: from 

promotional materials sent to them by external parties, programs generated by specific 

grants, community partners, suggestions from the public and other staff members, and 

by looking at what other libraries are offering. The factors considered when deciding 

about which kinds of programs to implement are also mostly the same for both libraries; 

community interest, funding, the success of similar programs implemented in the past, 

and ensuring that the program complies with the library's strategic plan and/or mission 

statement. The main difference, is that CPL staff use a Programmers Checklist 

document, to methodically work through each stage of program development, step by 

step, to ensure that every necessary task is accomplished, from initial idea development 

right through to the evaluation of the program. No such document or process was 

evident at LPL, which implies that each librarian there is able to work according to their 

own preferences when designing and implementing programs, rather than follow a 

given procedure. The general approach at LPL seems to be more casual than at CPL, 

as noted by Anderson, who works at both libraries and stated that CPL feels “more 

business-like”. Anderson also stated that programming at CPL seems to be “more 

intentional”. This is illustrated by some examples of programming in 2012, as shown in 

Table 3. There was an intentional series of programs, with the theme of  “Common 

Threads,” held once a month in April, May and August. In those months, the theme 

remained, but each of the programs were separate with a different speaker and/or topic 
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for each one. Blake, who produces publicity materials for most of the public libraries in 

Devon County, expressed the opinion that  intentional programming, such as this series 

of programs at CPL, might help improve attendance levels. “I believe more intentional 

programming would be helpful. Committing to programming and giving the public a 

chance to really become aware of it may mean developing series of programs that 

cover a single or related subject”, as opposed to stand-alone programs. However, the 

example at CPL shows that this approach does not always equate with higher 

attendance levels. In the Common Threads series, there were three programs, with very 

different attendance levels. The first, held in April had 12 people attend; the second in 

May had only 2, and the third in August attracted 41 people. Although the same theme 

was carried through each program, it is possible that some topics of each individual 

program were more appealing that others, which might explain the variation in 

attendance levels. 

I observed a couple of programs at LPL, and interviewed Caroline Slater, the 

Public Services Librarian responsible for implementing those programs. These 

examples show how this particular staff member planned the programs. The first 

example was a knitting workshop program. This program had been implemented a few 

times a year for the past ten years, so it was not a new idea that she had to develop. 

When considering the best ways to implement the program, she considered her 

previous experiences with the program, and her own personal experiences of teaching 

other people how to knit. These past experiences influenced her decisions on how to 

set up the room, which materials she would require, and the most effective methods of 

teaching knitting skills. In this case, Slater had a personal interest in, and experience of, 
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knitting, so implementing this program provided her with the opportunity to share her 

own knowledge and enthusiasm. It is unlikely this program would have been 

implemented if the staff member was not interested in knitting or if she had been  

reluctant to share her knowledge of knitting with others. This example shows how an 

individuals' own interests and hobbies can heavily influence the kinds of programs 

implemented in public libraries. Anderson said that at CPL, library staff involved in 

programming are encouraged to utilize their strengths and interests when creating 

programs, and the same seems to be true at LPL.

I also observed another program at LPL implemented by Slater, a community 

event to recognize Martin Luther King, Jr. Day. The program took the form of a 

presentation by a local community member who talked about his experiences as an 

African American in recent Leeds history. The program was recorded to be added to the 

library's Local History collection. Slater explained that the idea for the program 

originated from a friendship she had formed with one of the regular library users who 

often told her stories about the history of Leeds. She invited him to speak publicly about 

his experiences, and this became the basis of the program that was first implemented in 

2012. The program was well-received, so she decided to repeat it in 2013, but with a 

different speaker. Her main factor to consider when planning the program was the need 

to find a suitable speaker, as the speaker from 2012 did not want to do it again. Once 

again, she found a speaker through her personal contact with regular library users. 

Other factors she had to consider during the planning stages included finding an 

experienced person to record the program, planning publicity, and scheduling the 

program to avoid conflicts with any other Martin Luther King, Jr Day events happening 
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in the community. This example shows the importance of developing relationships and 

social capital with library users, and the potential for directly involving the public in the 

development of library programming; if Slater had not taken the time to listen to the 

stories told to her by the library user, then the opportunity for this kind of community-

based program may never have arisen.

Connections can be drawn between program planning and the strategic plans of  

public libraries. Several of the goals identified in the LPL Strategic Plan 2012-2015 were 

specifically related to adult programming. The interim directors published a progress 

update on these goals in March 2013. This report stated that some of the goals related 

to adult programming had  successfully been met. For example, one objective was to 

“annually host a series of programs for adults...on specific topics”. In 2012, a series of 

programs were  implemented on architecture and Frank Lloyd Wright, as well as a 

shorter series on haunted places in Wisconsin and the paranormal. Johnson said that 

the program about haunted places was particularly successful, because “we had ninety 

people show up”. This is an example of a more “intentional” approach to programming, 

as suggested by Blake as a way to potentially improve program attendance.

One of the goals in the CPL Strategic Plan is to “Prioritize Services” through 

evaluating library programming in the following ways:

• Discontinue and/or modify programs that no longer reach the intended market.

• Offer programs that are timely and responsive to the current needs in the 

community. 

• Identify the Top 5 target audiences and develop services for these audiences.

• Re-allocate staff, volunteers, materials and space to accomplish program goals.
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When asked if and how any of these goals had been met, Ritz said that progress had 

been slow, but “we have made some adjustments to our programming”. Specifically, she 

mentioned that attendance for computer classes has been falling, so “we have adjusted 

the number of classes we offer accordingly”. Similarly, some programs have been cut 

completely, for example a Job Seekers program, due to falling attendance and 

“receiving fewer questions on this subject at the Information Desk”. In both libraries, a 

strategic plan appears to be a useful tool for striving to make improvements to the 

programming process, while keeping in mind the wider goals and priorities of the library 

as a whole. I think that a strategic plan acts to provide a form of accountability, and can 

motivate staff to make changes to improve programming.

Table 3: Examples of adult programs offered by CPL during 2012 (excluding book 

groups and computer classes)

Month / 2012 Program Attendance

January Zumba class 13

February Flavor of Wisconsin 16

March Cordelia Harvey, Wisconsin's Angel 13

April Common Threads: Our Community Tapestry for the next 7 
generations

12

May Common Threads: Wakenheza 2

June Financial Literacy Workshop 8

August Common Threads: Power of Forgiveness 41

September International Day of Peace Brown Bag Lunch Book Discussion 9

October Mark Moran: What's it worth? 34

YWCA Vigil for Victims of Domestic Violence 54

40 Year Celebration of  The Carterton Room 16
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Program Marketing

Johnson at LPL has the feeling is that there is “sometimes” a correlation between 

marketing and program attendance, but not always. Conversely, staff at CPL believe 

that marketing “is critical” to the success of programs. Similarly, Susan Blake, the public 

relations coordinator for Fiesta Library System, argues that “marketing and PR are 

critical to public participation and attendance” of programs. 

Johnson provided an example of an LPL program, that although extensively-

marketed, was not well-attended:  “..we had a performer known as the 'Fairy Goth 

Mother', a storyteller who told the dark side of fairy tales, a program for adults and 

teens.  A week before, the Leeds Daily News (local newspaper) did a feature story on 

the performer on page 2, complete with photo.  We had only 10 people (attend).”  In 

comparison, another LPL program about some of Wisconsin's “Most Haunted 

Locations” was also publicized in the local newspaper with a photo, but for that program 

the library had ninety people attend. Johnson poses the question “So, is it publicity, or 

just subject matter?” The key finding here is that a program can be marketed in every 

avenue possible, but unless the content of the program is of interest to the public, then 

not many people are going to want to attend. Ritz comments that “people won’t come if 

they don’t know the program exists. And people won’t come if they are not interested in 

the subject, or if the marketing does not pique their curiosity.”  This is directly related to 

understanding what the community wants and needs from their public library, and then 

designing appropriate marketing strategies to reach those audiences. 

Interviews I conducted with participants during three program observations at 

LPL revealed that they had heard about the programs from the following sources: the 
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library website, posters inside the library, the library marketing brochure, the local 

newspaper, word-of-mouth from friends or other personal connections, and digital media 

within the library (there are monitors that display information about upcoming 

programs).  Table 4 shows results from a brief survey carried out at CPL in 2010. 

Participants in one computer class were asked how they had heard about the program. 

Table 4: The ways in which participants had heard about a specific program.

Source Number of Participants

Local newspaper 8

Church 1

Job Center 1

Friends / Relatives 2

These results indicate that different people gain their information from different sources, 

so the marketing for a given program should cover different formats rather than relying 

on just one method. Indeed, some people said that they had heard about the program 

from more than one source. Ritz informed me that CPL routinely markets programs in 

the following ways: listings in the local newspaper, flyers in the library, on the library's 

website, in a bi-monthly newsletter sent to people on a mailing list, email alerts sent to 

people who have signed up for this service, on the library's Facebook page, posters in 

the community, and by word-of-mouth marketing. Of these methods, Ritz stated that the 

most successful method is printing event listings in the local newspaper, but this method  

alone cannot be relied upon, because the library has no control over whether the 

newspaper prints all the press releases that they send to them. To try to maximize the 

effectiveness of using the local newspaper, Ritz explained that “as a rule, we don't offer 

too many programs close together...if we send too many press releases in too short a 
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time, some will be ignored and not printed, and people do not come.” This further 

substantiates the notion of marketing programs through various means, rather than 

sticking with just one tried-and-tested method. 

In comparison, Blake markets LPL programs through sending out press releases 

to local media, which includes sending public service announcements to radio stations. 

She explains that the staff at LPL are responsible for marketing their own programs 

using social media such as Facebook and the library website. Effective marketing 

methods seem to be those which employ visual gimmicks to help attract attention, and 

programs that are collaborations with external agencies help multiply the visibility of the 

program, simply by being marketed by both the library and the program partner or 

partners. Blake also commented that in her experience, the most effective marketing 

strategies are those that create “a buzz” about the program, and that “the more involved 

the library staff is (in marketing and publicity), the better.” This suggests that the 

marketing of a given program should not just be the responsibility of a designated PR 

person, like Blake, but rather the library staff as a whole team should all participate, to 

help spread the word. In this respect, the implication is that word-of-mouth marketing 

might be best method to potentially increase program attendance, through utilizing all 

the library staff, not just those directly involved in programming. Blake explicitly stated,  

“getting the word out is everyone's responsibility in the library, but they have to have 

materials to work with and a clear expectation that they need to be involved.” 

The marketing strategy data from CPL and LPL indicates that public libraries 

cannot rely on a single method to publicise programs. Blake suggested that library staff 

“need to find new ways to reach out to the community to publicize programming events.”  
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One of the possible avenues to explore further is more online marketing through social 

media. In the LPL survey conducted by Erik Carlson in 2012, one library user said that 

they would  like to see more photos and articles on the LPL Facebook page, to highlight 

different services offered by the library. The reasoning for this suggestion was that “if 

people could see what's taking place as far as events (and) activities, they might be 

more inclined to attend.” 

Although there will always be new ways to explore regarding the marketing of 

programs, improvements have been made at LPL recently. Johnson explained that 

program marketing at LPL has improved as a result of the goals outlined in the strategic 

plan; there is now a quarterly brochure, designed by Blake, distributed within the library, 

which provides information on all programming scheduled for the next three months. 

Due to the time constraints of designing and printing the brochure, librarians involved in 

planning programs have to plan three-month's worth of programs well in advance, which 

has had the effect of producing more intentional programming, and hence, has 

improved the marketing process.

Program Evaluation and Feedback

According to interviews conducted with librarians, the processes of program 

evaluation and seeking feedback from library users at LPL and CPL are quite different. 

At CPL, the focus of program evaluation is on the cost per attendee (including staff time 

spent planning and preparing, resources used, and amount of the money spent on the 

program), whether or not the target audience was reached, and if the program goals 

were met. At LPL, attendance levels are the primary way to evaluate a program, as well 

as seeing if attendees return to participate in recurring programs. Literally counting the 
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number of people that attend a program and using that as the main basis for judging the 

success of that program seems overly simplistic. The approach followed by CPL is more 

informative, regarding comparing the costs of the program with the number of people 

that attended, but in both cases, gathering more feedback from the participants would 

be more helpful in judging the success of a given program. Statistics alone do not 

provide the full picture. 

Neither CPL nor LPL seem to actively seek feedback from program attendees on 

a regular basis. When asked about this, Carol Ritz at CPL stated “we haven't sought 

feedback recently, and we should. We do certainly accept feedback when it is given.” 

This lax approach to feedback seems in stark contrast to the detailed, step-by-step 

approach to program planning adopted by CPL, as seen in the “Program Checklist” 

document.   The checklist asks library staff to review the program when it has ended, 

including judging audience reaction, but nowhere does it require that the staff actively 

seek feedback from the audience. At LPL, Emma Johnson stated that the children's 

department seeks feedback “more actively” than the adult department, by using a short 

form “which parents could fill out after a program.” Johnson explained that regular 

program participants  “do share ideas for what they would like to see or which book we 

should include in our discussion series, which is how we use the feedback.” It is clear 

that both libraries welcome feedback, but neither of them actively seek it out. Ritz points 

out that although feedback is welcomed, it doesn't always lead to higher attendance for 

programs. She explains: 

We do have to remember that feedback is anecdotal and not 

scientific.  It expresses people’s thoughts and interests of the 
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moment rather than a predictor of future attendance. Example: I 

periodically receive requests for the library to schedule a computer 

instruction class in PowerPoint.  However, when I have scheduled 

a PowerPoint class (three times!), our average attendance is one 

person.  I don’t know if the people requesting the class could not 

come the day scheduled, or if they learned the information 

elsewhere, or if the motivation to learn the program just faded 

away.  I do know the expressed interest does not translate into 

attendance.

This example from CPL reflects my own experiences of implementing a series of 

museum-based programs in LPL; many people told me how interesting it sounded and 

were enthusiastic about the idea, but very few people actually attended the programs. 

Although neither library currently actively seeks feedback, the surveys such as the ones 

carried out by the LPL in 2010/2011, and by Carlson in 2012, help the library “to better 

understand and appropriately meet the need(s) of their clients” (Enujioke, 2011, 125). 

Indeed, the adult programming at CPL does appear to be designed and implemented to 

meet the needs of the Carterton community. Anderson, who works at both LPL and 

CPL, provided  a couple of examples that illustrate this. Firstly, thanks to a grant, CPL 

was able to conduct a study to find out which computer skills were needed for positions 

at local companies in Carterton, and as a result, tailored their computer classes to meet 

this need in the community. Secondly, in January 2012, many people came into the 

library asking for help with their e-readers that they had received as Christmas gifts. In 

response to this community need, the library implemented regular e-reader classes, 
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until the demand had subsided. Similarly, in January 2013, LPL acquired nine e-readers 

which became available for library patrons to check-out, and classes were offered on 

how to use them and the programs needed to download books from the library. These 

examples illustrate that, despite not actively seeking feedback, both libraries are 

responding to what the community needs by offering appropriate programs. 

The observations I conducted of three different programs at LPL confirm that 

programming for adults continues to be a hit and miss affair. The knitting workshop 

proved to be popular, with a total of 19 people participating, and those that I interviewed 

had attended to either build upon their existing knitting skills or wanted to learn how to 

knit for the first time. For three out of the four people I interviewed, this had been the 

first program they had ever attended at LPL, so this shows that if the “right” programs 

are offered, then people are attracted to attend programs, even if they do not attend 

programs regularly. One person commented that they would like to see a knitting club 

established at the library, which supports the idea of the public library as community 

center, a space for people to get together who have common interests. Slater, who 

implemented the knitting program, told me that although attendance figures are the 

main way to judge the success of programming, in this case seeing if the people that 

came had learned news skills (i.e. how to knit) then that was a much more important 

way to judge the success of the program.

The Paul Bunyan program was less well-attended, but this could have been due 

to the fact that it was repeated again in the afternoon. The four people that did attend, 

however, seemed to enjoy the program and were fully engaged throughout, asking the 

presenter questions and thanking him at the end. On these merits alone, the program 
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could certainly be viewed as a success. I was informed afterward, that the afternoon 

program was better attended.

The Martin Luther King, Jr Day program was not as well attended as the previous 

year (down from 92 people in 2012, to 24 in 2013). However, once again, those that did 

attend seemed engaged in the program and participated in sharing their own 

experiences and stories.  Slater expressed the opinion that judging the program on 

attendance figures alone is not adequate. Those that did attend were happy, and 

because the program was recorded, they had contributed to the program's success by 

adding their voices and stories into the library's local history collection; in this way, they 

became the library. The difference in attendance levels between 2012 and 2013 could 

be due to a number of reasons: there was a different guest speaker each year, and 

perhaps one of the speakers was more well known in the community than the other; the 

2013 program was held on a particularly cold day, which may have discouraged people 

from attending; there were other MLK Day events happening that may have clashed 

with the program; or perhaps people just were not aware of the program.

These observations showed me that attendance figures alone should not be the 

only way to judge the success of a given program. Other factors taken into account 

should include the reactions of the people that attended, the amount of audience 

participation (depending upon the type of program), and whether the aims and 

objectives of the program were met. Simply counting the number of attendees is not 

enough. There are clear connections between the use of the library, the ways in which 

programs are planned, how they are marketed, and the importance of evaluation. These 

four areas are intrinsically linked together, in a cycle. If program evaluations are 
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conducted, then program planning should change in response to those evaluations and 

feedback. Any changes in programming then ought to be reflected by changes in 

marketing, which then has the potential to increase use of the library. At the time of 

writing, feedback is not being actively sought from program participants at either library, 

so there is a gap in the cycle. This implies that any changes being made to 

programming are changes being instigated by library staff without taking into 

consideration feedback from library users, because there is no feedback with which to 

evaluate current programming.   
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Discussions & Conclusions

This research began with the following question: Why are adult programs at 

Leeds Public Library poorly attended? The research I have carried out in an attempt to 

answer this question has led me to believe that there is one main reason for this 

situation. The poor attendance levels of programs seems to be a symptom of a wider 

problem in Leeds, which is a disconnect between the public library and the community, 

caused in part by a lack of communication. Enujioke (2001) said that “in order to better 

understand and appropriately meet the needs of their clients”, public libraries need to 

maintain knowledge about their communities, and one of the most straightforward ways 

to achieve this is by routinely collecting feedback from library users. If there were 

greater opportunity for members of the community to express their opinions, wants and 

needs to the library, then perhaps the library staff would be able to plan programs better 

suited to the community, which in turn, would improve attendance levels. Asking 

program attendees for feedback would be the simplest way to start engaging more with 

library users, to help make the program evaluation process more informed and more 

useful for librarians.  At the time this research was conducted, neither CPL nor LPL were 

actively seeking feedback from program participants. In effect, they were missing an 

opportunity to gather valuable information about their programming. Counting the 

number of people that attend programs is not enough. There should be some 

mechanism in place for asking those that attend for some simple feedback, to let the 

library staff know how they are doing with programming. For example, if people seem to 

enjoy a program, asking them why would provide insight into what exactly it was about a 

particular program that worked well, so that future programs could take these factors 
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into consideration. Feedback could be collected via short forms that participants are 

asked to fill out at the end of a program, either on paper or through an online form. 

Getting some responses in this way would be better than not asking for any at all. The 

purpose of such information is not to simply judge how good or bad one particular 

program was, but to use the feedback when planning future programs, with the aim of 

improving the ways in which programs are planned and implemented. Currently, there 

appears to be a lack of communication between the public libraries and the 

communities they are intended to serve. Instigating a mechanism for feedback would 

help to open up this communication, and hence, help librarians make more informed 

choices when planning programs.

From a marketing perspective, public libraries should explore, new, more 

dynamic ways to reach their intended audiences. Relying on listings in the local 

newspaper is not enough, but similarly relying on Facebook alone is also ineffective. 

There needs to be more synergy, to connect online marketing through social media, 

with physical print marketing, and word-of-mouth marketing to reach the intended 

audiences. If programs are not marketed effectively, they will have poor attendance 

figures no matter how great the programming is. Public libraries need to experiment with 

marketing strategies, to find out which methods are the most effective to reach the 

audiences they are seeking. Currently, the marketing of LPL programs relies heavily on 

a quarterly flyer, but more dynamic approaches to marketing should be attempted, to try 

to extend beyond regular library users, and hence attract more people to the programs 

offered. 
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The notion that the public library be utilized as “a necessary place of bringing 

people together in the community,” (Mulder, 2011) is supported by findings in this 

research. In a survey conducted by Carlson at LPL in the Fall of 2012,  patrons 

commented that they would like to see “more community events” and community clubs, 

such as “knitting, crochet, crafting, gardening, model building”, so that “people (could) 

get together who have the same interests...in a central place”. Participant 3 who 

attended the knitting program at LPL in October 2012, specifically commented that they 

would like to see a regular knitting program or club at the library. Comments such as 

these support the idea of the public library as  “the center of community life”, and 

indeed, show that the people of Leeds want their library to be more like a community 

center (Goodes, 2001, 14). The ways in which CPL has conducted research to find out 

the needs of the community, specifically regarding providing computer classes to give 

jobseekers the opportunity to gain skills needed to meet the requirements of local job 

openings, is a very positive step. However, that research was only possible due to a 

grant, so it would be unrealistic to expect all public libraries to do the same. Library staff  

need to actively seek feedback from library users, in an attempt to discover what kinds 

of programs are desired and needed by the communities they serve. 

A further suggestion for increasing attendance, is to forge greater collaborative 

partnerships with other educational institutions in the community. In my own 

experiences as a student, I attempted to help create a closer working relationship 

between Leeds Public Library and external agencies through the implementation of 

programs at the library that used objects from Leeds Museum of Anthropology, Leeds 

Museum of Art, and Leeds Historical Society. Van Fleet (1990) suggests that 
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collaborative efforts such as this create “opportunity for innovation and expansion of 

educational service” which can pave the way for the public library to take on a more 

“dynamic and indispensable role in society” (199). LPL does currently offer programs 

that are in collaboration with the state university, a local orchestra, and Leeds College, 

but perhaps extending out to other institutions would help bring fresh ideas and new 

opportunities for different kinds of programming that may not have been explored 

previously. 

Implementing the kinds of programs that are of interest to the community, 

perhaps through greater collaborations, combined with effective marketing, could help 

to increase attendance figures, and hence strengthen the public library's standing in the 

community as one of this nation's greatest educational institutions. 
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Appendix A

Program Participant Interview Questions:

Why did you choose to come here today?

How did you hear about it?

Have you ever attended a program at the library before?

Do you think that library programs such as these meet your needs and interests

Appendix B

Library Staff Interview Questions, for the Head of Adult Services at LPL, Emma 

Johnson, and the Head of Information Services at CPL, Carol Ritz:

What factors do you take into consideration when designing and implementing adult 

education program events / programs?

Where do ideas for adult education program events come from?

How do you decide upon which kind of programs to implement?

What factors do you take into consideration when scheduling adult education program 

events?

Do you think the marketing of a program has much influence on attendance?  If so, 

which marketing strategies do you believe are the most successful?    

How do you assess the success of a particular adult education program?

Does the library actively seek feedback from patrons that attend programs? If so, how, 

and do you use that feedback when planning future programs?

Which departments are actively involved in creating / implementing programming at the 

library?
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Has the library ever asked the patrons what kind of programming they would like or 

need at the library? Or alternatively, has any research been conducted to try to 

determine the needs of the community and how the library might be able to meet those 

needs?

Appendix C.

Interview Questions for Frances Anderson, a librarian at both CPL and LPL:

What similarities do you see between CPL and LPL?

Generally, what differences do you see between CPL and LPL?

Which of these differences do you think are the most significant?

To what extent do you think that the kinds of programs offered by LPL and CPL reflect 

the different populations of Leeds and Carterton?

Appendix D

Interview Questions for Susan Blake, Public Relations Coordinator for Fiesta Library 

System:

How do you typically plan to market an adult program for LPL?

In your experience, which marketing strategies seem to be the most effective?

One of the objectives from the LPL Strategic Plan 2012-2015 is to increase 

participation / attendance in adult programming. How much of a role does marketing 

play in achieving this objective?
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Appendix E

Table 5: LPL  Adult Program Attendance figures for 2011 and 2012 (excluding Book 

Group attendance, which is counted separately by the library)

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec 

2011 44 49 16 11 29 23 37 109 92 80 104 66

2012 297 40 61 108 55 78 189 146 81 142 72 84

Table 6: LPL Number of Adult Programs offered during 2011 and 2012

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec 

2011 4 5 1 1 2 2 2 2 6 5 6 5

2012 6 3 3 4 2 6 4 4 7 6 4 3

Table 7: LPL Book Group attendance figures for 2011 and 2012

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec 

2011 12 11 12 10 11 N/A N/A N/A 9 9 12 N/A

2012 12 9 12 12 6 N/A N/A N/A 20 16 14 N/A

Table 8: CPL Book Group attendance figures for 2012 

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Contemporary 
fiction group

13 5 5 8 5 9 N/A N/A 4 7 10 N/A

Mystery genre 
discussion 
group

N/A 10 No 
data

10 12 10 N/A N/A 7 10 8 N/A
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