
 

BEYOND  BOOKS 
Books are just the tip of the library iceberg. Public libraries help communities learn, explore, connect, and 
have fun, going well beyond their traditional “library” brand. 

Public programs explore arts and culture, health and wellness, civics, science, history, and technology. Career 
centers and business resources help job seekers, entrepreneurs, and the local economy. 

Online library users search databases, browse research materials, stream video, and receive reference 
services and homework help via chat. Robust online access to library resources ensures that users’ essential 
information needs are served all day, every day. 

Digital labs and makerspaces provide access to the latest technology and support learning-by-doing, whether 
that’s with state-of-the-art equipment or traditional hand tools. “Libraries of Things” make it possible to check 
out binoculars along with trail maps, or a sewing machine to go with the latest fashion magazine. 

Gallery spaces and special exhibitions showcase everything from local artists to seasonal events and regional 
culture. Local history collections include personal papers, photographs, maps, and documents. Memory labs 
help communities digitize their collections and preserve their histories. 

If you can read it, hear it, watch it, play it, search for it, listen to it, learn with it, or sign up for it, chances are 
your library ofers it! 

GIVING  THE  COMMUNITY WHAT  IT WANTS 
• Public programs in California libraries typically 

attract over 10 million attendees a year.1 They range 
from hands-on STEAM activities and sports and 
games to author presentations and community 
discussions. These programs bring people 
together and provide them with opportunities 
for conversation, engagement, learning, and 
enrichment. 

• Summers in California public libraries are about 
connecting and exploring as well as reading and 
learning. In San Francisco, Summer Stride events 
have taken library users all over the map, with free 
shuttle service to nearby National Parks—plus talks 
by park rangers, terrarium-building classes, and 
visits to local farmers’ markets. In Oakland, library 
staf create opportunities for teens to explore 
local resources including free museum days, 
skate parks, and swimming pools. In Burbank, 
teens have created and hosted a summer murder 
mystery night. After-hours quiz nights at the San 
Mateo Public Library have brought adults together, 
connected them with the library, and helped them 
get to know their neighbors.2 

• Collections, events, and public programs focusing 
on video games can help draw young people 
into the library—including reluctant readers, at-
risk youth, and the hard-to-reach segment of 
male teens and young adults—and improve their 
academic and life skills.3 Librarians with regular 
gaming events report increased visitorship among 
younger users,4 and in a nationwide survey of 
400 librarians, 76 percent report that participants 
in their gaming events have returned to use non-
game resources.5 
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OFFERING  ACCESS TO TRUSTED  INFORMATION 
• Public libraries provide access to trusted 

information through extensive collections of 
databases and other resources. When asked 
who they trust to provide them with news and 
information, 78 percent of Americans choose 
librarians and the library. In fact, 40 percent 
of American adults say they trust libraries and 
librarians “a lot”—compared with just 18 percent 
or less for local news, national news, other 
government sources, or social media.6 

• A statewide initiative from the California State 
Library enables public libraries to provide users 
with free access to the New York Times. The 
subscription provides access to English, Spanish, 
and Mandarin Chinese-language versions of the 
newspaper, and archives going back to 1851. In 
2020, the database had 6.5 million page views 
across the state.7 

INNOVATING  WITH LABS AND MAKERSPACES 
• The IDEA Lab in San Diego County’s La Jolla/ 

Riford Library includes a computer lab, 3D printer 
lab, and what is “quite possibly the frst biology 
lab inside a public library anywhere in the world. 
It contains everything required for the majority of 
molecular biology techniques, such as a thermal 
cycler, gel electrophoresis, and centrifuge.”8 

• Makerspaces—collaborative workspaces with 
equipment like laser cutters and 3D printers, 
sewing machines and woodworking tools— 
support innovation, provide equitable access to 
technology and tools, and ofer opportunities for 
people to learn and share at all ages.9 Programs 
like the Tech Petting Zoo at the Mission Viejo 
Library let kids and teens experiment with circuits, 
create and print 3D models, and try out virtual 
technology headsets.10 

• Memory labs preserve personal and local 
history by helping communities digitize photos, 
documents, audiovisual recordings, and other 
formats. The California State Library’s California 
Revealed initiative helps public libraries and local 
heritage groups digitize and preserve online 
access to archival materials that tell the incredible 
stories of the Golden State.12 

• Berkeley Public Library’s Tool Lending Library, 
established in 1979, was one of the frst in the 
nation, and has served as a model for many other 
public libraries. The collection has expanded 
over the years, from about 500 objects to more 
than 3,500. New items like a smartphone-and-
tablet repair kit refect the changing needs of the 
community.13 

• The Napa County Library’s “Library of Things” 
supports lifelong learning and creativity by 
providing the physical “things” necessary to 
explore new areas of interest. Users can borrow 
almost everything, including a sewing machine, 
button maker, telescope, camera, projector, 
cookie cutters, board games, musical instruments, 
binoculars, museum passes, and puzzles.14 
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	Structure Bookmarks
	Libraries serve as “bedrocks of civil society … it’s important that institutions like libraries get the recognition they deserve. … They are the kinds of places where the public, private, and philanthropic sectors can work together to reach for something higher than the bottom line.”a Eric Klinenberg, Palaces for the People 
	In Butte County, the library’s literacy coach makes about 230 visits a year, delivering family literacy services countywide. Library staf also partner with community organizations like the Gridley Farm Labor Camp to provide library access, conversation practice, and computer services to migrant workers.b 
	In Solano County, library staf placed books for boys of color in barbershops. Young boys read the books during their frequent haircuts. Barbers say the books encourage the boys to read and provide reading materials for families who aren’t able to visit their local library.c  
	The community hub at El Dorado County Library ofers classes, groups, and activities for expectant parents and families with children ages 0–18. The hub brings together a team of local community agencies including First 5 El Dorado, and El Dorado County’s Early Care and Education Planning Council, Child Abuse Prevention Council, and Health and Human Services Agency.d 
	Altadena Library District, Pasadena Public Library, and Sierra Madre Public Library are at the heart of a local network of early childhood hubs, named Growing Together Pasadena. Well-established community organizations provide coordinated services and support to families. The hubs focus on kindergarten-readiness and offer welcoming spaces, individualized resources and referrals, parenting support, and opportunities for children to grow in key developmental areas.e 
	Mission Viejo’s Kinder Ready! addresses vulnerabilities in school readiness by providing programming focusing on four key areas of early childhood development—social and emotional development, self-care and motor skills, language development, and early learning.a 
	Forty percent of children aged 5 and below in California are in the care of informal caregivers—family members, friends, and neighbors. Stay and Play programs at local libraries provide these informal caregivers with guidance and resources typically only available to licensed childcare providers. Over 800 children and adults took part in the program at just five locations in the first six months.b 
	At the Los Angeles Public Library, Teen Council members suggest purchases for the library, plan library programs, write articles for the teen blog, and can earn community service hours. The library’s Teens Leading Change supports library teen councils that work on topics like immigration and citizenship, voting rights and voter registration, net neutrality, and information literacy.c 
	Public library summer meal programs, like California’s Lunch at the Library program, fght food insecurity, childhood obesity, and the efects of hunger on educational attainment and emotional wellbeing for kids. Besides providing free summer meals, Lunch at the Library delivers reading programs, resources, and activities for the whole family. In 2020, libraries provided children and teens with 296,124 summer meals and hundreds of thousands of books, activity kits, and learning and enrichment materials.d 
	The South San Francisco  Library is hosting “learning pods” that provide a safe, emotionally  supportive learning space for  40 students  in the most  economically disadvantaged communities of the southern Peninsula.  At the end of the  school day, the pods transform into out-of-school-time learning spaces with a focus on STEAM education.   b  
	Oakland Public Library is delivering art instruction in 20 elementary schools in low-income communities. During  the pandemic, the project is  providing take-home  kits for students, and  the  art instructor incorporates social-emotional learning into classes to help students manage their stress. c  
	Tulare County Library hires teen interns to help build the library’s makerspace and develop and carry out online programming. The project helps teens develop their project planning and public performance skills—both important in an information economy.d  
	Santa Barbara Public Library’s SBPL Works! provides one-to-one consultations in English and Spanish. Community members can get help with résumés, cover letters, using the computer, interview practice, and using Employment Development Department resources.20  After a series of natural disasters in 2017 and 2018, the library expanded its program to help the community recover.a  
	Many libraries demonstrate their value by showing people how much they save each time they check out an item from the library, instead of purchasing it somewhere else. The Ontario City Library in San Bernardino County found that library users saved almost $10 million by borrowing materials from the library in the 2018–2019 fiscal year alone.b  




