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By Evan St. Lifer

ERHAPS NO library in the
country tends to the needs
of its constituents more con-
sistently and meticulously than
the Gwinnett County Public Li-
brary (GCPL). The library staff’s
unwavering service mentality
coupled with its ability to thrive
in the face of two major contro-
versies that might have altogether
fractured other systems, are two
of the main reasons why GCPL is
the 2000 Library Journal/Gale
Group Library of the Year.

In a manner similar to county
namesake Button Gwinnett, GCPL has
been able to prosper amid intense polit-
ical acrimony and despite a number of
fierce critics. An Englishman, Gwinnett
settled in Georgia in 1765 at the age of
30. He tried his hand as a farmer but af-
ter a short time found his calling in pol-
itics. His rise to power culminated in his
election to the Continental Congress
and subsequent signing of the Declara-
tion of Independence. The library’s sim-
ilarities with Gwinnett end there: While
GCPL’s ideological battles have made it
a stronger, more versatile system, But-
ton Gwinnett’s failure to learn from the
political tumult he often initiated
brought an abrupt end to his life at age
42 in a gun duel with a bitter rival.

Both of the library’s penultimate
tests, a scathing two-year battle with the
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conservative right over who would lay
claim to the library’s soul—its book col-
lection—and the unsettling and logisti-
cally challenging division of the region-
al library into three separate library dis-
tricts, overlapped during a period span-
ning 1995-98. However, its intellectual
freedom battles and system reorganiza-
tion should not obfuscate the strength of
GCPL and its worthiness as Library of
the Year for 2000. Few peers can match
GCPL’s service-at-any-cost commit-
ment to reach deep into its communities
to tend to the recreational reading, in-
formation, and education needs of its
patron base.

Modest budget, wealth of programs
GCPL Director Jo Ann Pinder and
staff have accomplished the feat of of-
fering a stunning array of programs tar-
geting several cross-sections of citizen-
1y, with a modest per capita funding fig-
ure of $24.25—still nearly $10 above
the state average—and an annual FY(00
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budget of roughly $13 million. They
blanketed one of Gwinnett’s fastest
growing library segments, children,
with more than 1000 programs in FY99.
GCPL’s poetry celebrations and reading
programs drew nearly 37,000 kids to the
library’s nine branches. Other innova-
tive programs include an online work-
shop to introduce senior citizens to In-
ternet resources and technology and an
initiative to guide collegebound high
school seniors to web-based resources
for college preparatory information on
financial aid and admissions testing.

GCPL also admirably fulfills its
role as the community’s intellectual
center both at its branches and in an out-
reach capacity, offering programs on
volunteerism, working with a local
healthcare provider to foster breast can-
cer awareness and provide materials on
the subject, and promoting literature to
preschool-aged children by dispensing
storytime kits and offering training to
area child care centers.
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Guwinnett County’s
winning smiles: A beaming
Jo Ann Pinder (left photo)
stands outside the Collins
Hill Branch. Top: The ad-
nunistrative team. Seated
(t-r): Lisa Williams,
Tracy Arner. 2d vow (L.r):

Karen Harris, Sue Calbreath, Mabel Anne Kincheloe, Jo Ann Pinder, Cindy
Murphy, Donna Pollet. Back row (1-r.): Alan Harkness, Elleene Morgan, Scott
Bramblets, Kd McCabe. Bottom: Bramblett confers with Information Specialist
Erin Bowker at the Collins Hiill OPAC area

Sunday hours coming
GCPL Director Pinder says she
knew, and suspects the staff knew as
well, that providing Sunday hours was
an incvitability. After all, it was the num-
ber one request among customers. Al-
though Pinder acknowledges that the
notion of working Sundays, “isn’t pop-
ular with [the staff] right now,” she says
flatly that if they don’t want to work
Sundays, “then they need to find a place
to work where the schedule will work
better for them. I admire the people who
leave if it’s not working for them, rather
than the ones who stay and complain.”
Besides the lack of appeal among
library staff, most libraries don’t initiate
Sunday service because they simply
can’t afford it. However, instead of go-
ing to the board and asking for more
money, Pinder and her staff came up
with creative ways to reallocate some
money from the materials budget, where
& they sought to find some redundancies
5 between print and electronic resources.
g 2 They took the money—a one-time-only
£ cost of $200,000 for self-checkout ma-
& chines and $187,000 in staff costs an-
nually—in order to make Sunday serv-
£ ice a reality beginning in September.

Implementing Sunday service is in-
finitely easier to do in Georgia, a right-
to-work state where unions aren’t as for-
midable in public institutions. “I’m not
running a place where people work, I'm
running a public library,” says Pinder,
somewhat imperiously. “I hope people
who work here have a good experience
and that I can provide them with what
they need to do their job. But the reason

Gwinnett County PL: ,
Behind the Numbers £
Num}lor ofﬁrnpchos: g
Total budget (FY00):
$13,110000 )
Per capita funding (FYO0O}:
$24 25

Total items checked out |
{FY99): 5.158,149

Proportion of rogistored
borrowers to general population: 32%

Children’s programs (FY99): 1,021

Average number of items borrowed
per cardholder (annually): 30

Books: 582,508 )
Electronic databases: 109

Periodlcallnewspaper subscnptions
2,009

AV materials: 101,949
Net-accessible workstations: 167
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we are here is to serve the public.”

As resolute as Pinder scunds, the
library nevertheless has gone to great
lengths to implement staff initiatives in
both training and management to culti-
vate staff leadership and decision-mak-
ing ability, aspects of public librarian-
ship not often experienced below the
administrative level. This notion of
shared leadership is practiced across the
GCPL system, according to branch
manager Whitney Halcomb, and exem-
plified by working groups referred to by
staffers as “PATSs,” process action teams.
Halcomb says it is not unusual for 50
PATSs, comprised of staffers from differ-
ing levels of the library’s strata, to work
on tackling distinct problems. “We are
allowing more of the front-line staff to
give us their input and recommenda-
tions,” explains Halcomb. “As a staff
member working on a PAT, it gives you
a window outside your job to other parts
of the organization that may be a little
different or new to you.”

Eye on present, vision of future
Perhaps most impressive about
GCPL is not just its breadth of pro-
gramming but its commitment to craft-
ing a strategic vision for the future. In
an effort to remain a vital resource to the
community, Pinder and staff are putting
the finishing touches on an element of
GCPL’s strategic plan that will devote
two percent of the materials budget to
the “investigation and trial of emerging
formats.” She explains the library will
also seek to “target new user segments”
with these emerging technologies. The
library’s vision statement, crafted in
1999, reads, “[GCPL] provides re-
sources and services that inform, inspire,
enrich and amaze—as we promote com-

munity and personal growth.”

The library has laid out several
standards to improve services in 2001,

., including expansion of library access

points, mobile service to the county’s un-

¥ derserved populations, more enhance-

ments for children and their parents, a
commitment to cutting-edge technology,
additional fundraising, and increased ef-
forts to assess employee performance.

Book troubles begin

Gwinnett’s book collection troubles
began in 1995, when a local chapter of the
conservative group Family Friendly Li-
braries complained publicly that Roald
Dahl’s children’s classic George's Mar-
velous Medicine advocated murder. The
battle led several state lawmakers in 1995
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and again in 1996 to request that the library
abrogate its decision-making authority
over the collection in deference to a new
collection of ‘“‘community standards,”
since they claimed the library “failed to re-
strict” access by “minor children” to “vio-
lent or sexually explicit” materials.

Other protests followed over the next
couple of years, with conservative fac-
tions questioning the library’s selection of
both children’s and adult books, including
Jim Carroll’s The Basketball Diaries and
Miriam Stoppard’s Woman’s Body. The
pressure on Pinder and her staff intensi-
fied, as the media siezed upon the sala-
cious story. “Obviously, people were up-
set with us. [The collection controversy]
made it difficult to do the day-to-day stuff
when you’re being interviewed by the me-
dia before and after every board meeting,”
says Pinder. Still, Pinder reasons that the
library system is “much

Senior Cyber Camp: Sue Calbreath heads a training session at the Lawrenceville

« P NSRS
WTDRESHESOINCES » ORORUARFO « PG HESEARTH NS
Sfewar

branch, part of Gwinnett’s program to ease seniors onto the Internet

think [the censorship attempts] are ever
behind us, or behind any library,” she
says. “You are always eligible for the
community to decide that you’re not do-
ing what it is that they want you to do.
It’s difficult down here when so many

of the citizens are con-

better” for it. “We were
better prepared to intro-
duce new services. Be-
cause we had to do it in
the media’s eye, we had
to put more effort into it.”

In a letter to LJ,
Debbie Tuschall, a li-
brary board member
who helped the library
fight censorship efforts,
writes that while the
emotional toll of de-
fending the library’s po-
sition was considerable,
“the assault on me was
insignificant compared
to the personal attacks

2000 Library of the
Year Special Mention
Many of the libraries entered n
the judging for the 2000 Library of
the Year Award clearly deserved
recognition for their exceptionat
services and programs. The four
listed beiow were considered by
the judges to be worthy of Special
Mention for their contributions in
the three key judging criteria.
service o the community, creativity
and innovation, and leadership
Flint Public Library, MI

Gloria Coles, Director

Public Library of Cincinnati
and Hamilton County

Kimber L Fender, Director
Liverpool Public Library, NY
Sharon Nottingham, Director
Richland County Public
Library, Columbia, SC, C David
Warren, Executive Director

servative, politically and
religiously.”

The GCPL paradox
Pinder doesn’t come
from the Deep South. Her
hometown is Pittsburgh,
she earned her MLS from
the University of Pitts-
burgh library school,
where Tom  Galvin
taught her reference, and
she cites two stalwarts of
Maryland librarianship,
Charlie Robinson and
Nettie Taylor, as early
influences. Despite her
North Atlantic pedigree,

on [Pinder] and her
staff, whose professionalism, integrity,
and morality were publicly questioned.”
The GCPL staff bent, but it didn’t
break. In order to address critics’ con-
cemns that teens might inadvertently
stumble upon inappropriate materials,
the staff formed a Teen Fiction collec-
tion as well as a Teen Nonfiction home-
work center that preserved open access
to the adult collection. Further, staff lis-
tened patiently to Family Friendly Li-
braries activists who called for the re-
moval of the American Library’s Free-
dom To Read statement in favor of a
more localized version. Pinder and staff
responded with a Free Access to Ideas
statement designed to uphold the library’s
comumitiment to a diverse, unbiased col-
lection to serve the entire community.
To this day, Pinder estimates receiv-
ing roughly one request a month to re-
move a book from the collection. “I don’t
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she has spent her entire

professional carcer below the Mason-
Dixon line, living and working in some of
the country’s more conservative areas.
She acknowledges that neither she nor her
staff could have foreseen the vituperative
clashes that would occur over the book
collection. Yet it is that willingness to per-
severe, to uphold some of librarianship’s
seminal intellectual freedoms, that makes
the library’s Internet policy so paradoxical.
The library decided to filter all of its

167 public, net-accessible computers
when it debuted the Internet in July 1996.
Pinder, a Public Library Associa-
tion division rep and American Library
Association councilor, says the decision
was not a difficult one to make. “We
knew that we had to filter Internet ac-
cess or the second day it was offered
[without a filter] we would have had to
shut it down, or we’d have been on the
front page of the paper, or the board
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would not have approved the policy.
And we wanted so much for our public
to have Internet access that filtering it
wasn’t a big deal,” explains Pinder, who
instead had her staff focus on “making
this tool the best it can be.”

In their zeal to respond to the best in-
terests and needs of the community—the
singular quality that impressed so many
of the LJ/Gale Group LOY judges—
Pinder and her staff made the decision to
forgo a potentially more damaging, ven-
omous intellectual freedom battle over
open access to the net. Why the turn-
about on the electronic side? “Maybe we
were drained, I don’t know,” admits Pin-
der, about the library’s decision.

Further, Pinder sees her handling of
the Internet less as a capitulation to the
community’s religious right and more as
a collection management issue. “I would-
n’t buy a bunch of books and have a
tractor trailer dump them in a heap.”
says Pinder. “We didn’t do that with the
Internet either. We've tried to provide
information navigation for the Internet.”

Pinder has chosen for GCPL a well-
worn path of service delivery over doctrine.
“I think when you scratch underneath [the
surface] of a lot of us librarians, you real-
ize that in order to serve our public we’ve
got to make compromises. And a filter is
acompromise we must make,” says a can-
did Pinder. “I would love to be a purist.
There is what we believe as professionals
and what we believe is best for running our
institutions, and sometimes those things
are not the same.” Pinder says neither she
nor any GCPL staffer has fielded a com-
plaint from a patron about being denied ac-
cess to a blocked site. (See sidebar, above,
for more on GCPL’s filtering rationale.) £
Staff have not expressed dissatisfaction g
over the policy either, according to Pinder. %

The big split
At the same time the library and its &
collection were being attacked, the staff 2
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GCPL Handles Net Access the Gray Way

art of the challenge of running a pub-

lic library, according to GCPL Li-
brary Director Jo Ann Pinder, is that
the issues at hand are rarely black and
white but various striations of gray. L/
Executive Editor Evan St. Lifer sought
to gain some additional insight from
Pinder into how a library with an un-
paralleled service mentality and com-
mitment to intellectual treedom arrived
at a policy to filter alf of its public, net-
accessible workstations.

You’ve had every public terminal

in GCPL filtered since Day One.
How did you arrive at that decision?
Was there any staff debate over 7
We knew we were going to offer net ac-
cess as of July 1, 1996. In the middle of
a [protracted] intellectual freedom fight
over the collection, the staff realized
there was no way we could offer Inter-
net access without a fight.

You’re an ALA Councilor and

have been heavily involved in ALA.
What would you say to your
colleagues about your decision

to filter all your net terminals?

I'm saying here in Georgia, a lot of
communitics are very conservative
about their net access being filiered.
As the library director here, I made a de-

had been preparing for months for the
gpportioning of the Gwinnett-Forsyth
County system into three constituent
parts. During the 1980s, Gwinnett Coun-
ty was one of the nation’s fastest-growing
areas, and it continues a steady
cxpansion, albeit at a slower
rate. Now, Forsyth County en-
joys that boom town distinction.

Gwinnett and Forsyth had
come together in 1956, before
being joined by Dawson Coun-
ty two years later, leading to the
creation of the Lake Lanier Re-
gional Library System. A refer-
endum in 1986 gave the library
system the funding it needed to
transform itself from a series of
ramshackle storefronts 1o a coi-
lection of full-service branches.
Forsyth Library Director Jon Mc-
Daniel, then working at GCPL. as the staff
Haison to the contractors, says the library
staff actually designed the floor plans
themselves and “had a lot of control”
over the interior design of the branches.

cision to filter the net. I probably would
not have made that same decision in a
different community, but it’s all about
serving your local community and about
heing a part of your local community.

Doesn’t the heavy crificism of filters
and their shortcomings eat at you
from an intellectual freedom point
of view given how long and hard
you have fought to keep certain
books in the GCPL collection?

I deal every single day with serving my
community, and while I don’t compro-
mise my ideals, I make sure that if |

KiddieLAN: m(v Arner assists Jake
Inderrieden (L) and Nicole Stieglitz on
specially equipped children’s computers

happen to lose the battle, I will still win
the war. I will not put in jeopardy the
library that serves the citizens of this

After the library’s growth in the late
1980s and early 1990s, Pinder said it be-
came cvident that Gwinnett, Forsyth, and
Dawson would at some point have to dis-
solve their 40-year union to better serve

Collins Hill Kiddies: Donna Pollet (center) vevs
kids up for Guwinnett’s Summer Reading Club

their respective counties. Describing the
1996 breakup of the Gwinneti-Forsyth
system as an “amicable divorce,” Pinder
reasons that libraries in both counties
were being adversely affected by their re-
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community. It’s like situational ethics:
you have to decide at what point you
make decisions that you don’t feel
comfortable making.

It sounds like you’re saying that

if you had offered open access to
the pet, library service in Gwinnett
County would have been imperiled.
We get 85 percent of our funding from
people who are elected. We are a Re-
publican county. The Christian Coali-
tion is very strong here. Ralph Reed
lives in Gwinnett County. The people
who are elected take their philosophy
from the people who clected them. And
in this county, the people want their In-~
ternet filtered.

Are you aware of the 1998 court
decision in which a judge ruled the
policy of the Loudoun County PL,
VA, to filter net access regardiess

of age unconstitutional?

Yes, and I disagree. The judge, at least
the way [ interpreted it, ruied that the
Internet was an acquisition and the
minute you turned it on, you acquired
it as a whole, and that blocking it was
akin to removal. GCPL views the net
as all of the materials that arc available
to us to select or deselect. What we try
to do is acquire and catalog the sites
based on our customers’ materials
necds and wants.

gional status. “Forsyth was growing in-
credibly and needed to be split off, and
Dawson needed to join another regional
system,” she says. ““The staff worked
very hard to ensure Forsyth had every-
thing 11 needed to stand alone.” Dawson
was the first to secede, joining the Ches-
tatee Regional Library System in 1994.
Both Pinder and McDaniel ac-
knowledge that GCPL’s book collection
wars may have expedited the Gwynnett-
Forsyth split. Now Pinder and the GCPL
staff had to deal with the vicissitudes of
not one library system but two: Pinder
and staff had to establish Gwinnett’s
identity while dealing with the chal-
ienges of getting Forsyth on its feet,
meaning (wo infrastructures replete with
mission statements, budgets, policies,
cte. McDaniel said Pinder handled the
affair with adroitness and professional-
ism. “If you were going to have to split
up of a library system, this is how you
do it properly,” he said. “Now Gwinnett
County is the model that cveryone in
Georgia patterns themselves after” W
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