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LOST AND...FOUND?: Children in the
Rural Library

By Kimberley D. Harris
Librarian, Woodward Memorial Library
Leroy, NY

“A rural library is generally defined as one that serves fewer than
10,000 people in a county having fewer than 150 people per square mile,
or one that is located in a county having more than 80 percent of its land
taken up by farms (Hennen 1986b).”! Rural libraries can be divided into
three different types: 1.) rural that is becoming suburban, 2.) rural that is
stable in its population base, and 3.) rural that is declining and/or disap-
pearing altogether. Rural libraries, in all three categories, generally
receive uneven representation as public libraries. They often lack space,
funding, staff, and other resources to provide adequate service to their
community. Many times, they are not heard because of a lack of the nec-
essary resources to truly participate in the larger world of urban and sub-
urban public libraries. Local pride and the need for political indepen-
dence, mainly found in stable or declining rural areas, can prevent team
efforts with other libraries. This need for independence is bound to affect
programs offered to children, as well as adults, within the community of
service.

Preschoolers’ door to learning

“If, in the preschool years, the foundation for learning is not firmly
in place, the early school years may serve only to pile despair upon fail-
ure until the turbulence of early adolescence completes the destruction of
motivation and hope.”?

During the early years, parents and family make an enormous differ-
ence in a child’s life. “Touching, holding, talking and reading to the infant
seem to be the most effective spurs to later development.”3 Language
skills are the basic equipment that need to be developed in the young
child.

Preschool Story Hours, offered in varying degrees in rural, as well as
urban and suburban areas, are more than just playtime for kids. They are
a way to develop the mind through reading, creativity, language and lis-
tening skills, and imagination. The basic pattern of the story hour is com-
posed of storytelling, puppetry, and creative drama, and is used to reach
3- to 5-year-olds. Some places even offer classes to 1- to 2-year-olds to
help in developing early language, movement, and easy book skills. The
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underlying theme in these programs is to encourage “emergent literacy,” a
concept based on the idea that kids learn written language best by inter-
acting with parents and other adults through reading and writing exercis-
es, exploring print on their own, and by watching mom, dad, and other
adults read and write.*

Competitors of preschool programs in libraries in America include
parks and community recreation programs, video games, videos, and
cable television. In rural areas, buying books for children as opposed to
having to return them or wait an insurmountable amount of time to
receive the book through ILL, add to the list of competitors.® Lack of
space, staff, and resources can contribute to the already severely impaired
status of the rural library.

Day care programs have been under observation as one possible way
to involve more of the rural community in library activities. Some reasons
include the need to continue to work with those who can’t afford to buy
their own books, the economic challenges of working women in rural
areas who need and often don’t have adequate day care, and the possibili-
ties for potential new customers in the children and parents who use day
care, to develop a “library habit.” _

Major challenges inhibit widespread provision of day care programs
in libraries. Librarians in rural libraries resist the idea of providing day
care because they are afraid of being hurt by unruly kids or adding baby-
sitting to their already insurmountable list of duties. Conservative rural
communities resist change of any kind, especially when there is usually a
higher elderly population in these communities. And lack of space to
properly house young children is another challenge to be faced.’

The best case scenario for all three types of rural libraries include
programs that have reached urban areas, but not rural as yet, encouraging
preschoolers to form healthy reading relationships with their families and
take part in library activities. Helpful collaborations between children’s
librarians and Head Start, begun in 1992, goes beyond the walls of the
library bringing library services to children in the family setting. Some
programs that have made a big difference in these areas include “Reach
Out and Read” (ROAR), in which a book is carefully picked out by the
pediatrician at the six-month-infant clinic visit for the parent to begin
reading aloud to her/his child; “Born to Read,” helps new moms to see
the importance in their role as caregiver and encourager of reading;
FA.THER.S. (Fathers as Teachers: Helping, Encouraging, Reading,
Supporting) has goals for incarcerated dads in California to break the
cycle of incarceration and lack of adequate reading skills, promote con-
scious, positive role modeling as dads and father figures, educate fathers
to become their children’s first teachers, and build self-esteem in both
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fathers and their children through personal contact between them and
sharing positive learning experiences together.?

The worst case scenario, in my opinion would be if all libraries and
their programs were cloned after one pattern of library, and, in the
process, rural libraries that are declining and those that are moving
toward becoming suburban were completely swallowed into the large
public libraries of our nation. The beauty of the public library as a place
to develop personal gifts, along with its mission to serve the individual
community according to its unique needs, would be lost. Many people,
especially children, would be displaced from library materials and ser-
vices.? Libraries would be out of reach for them. Besides, what is worse,
inadequate service or no service?

The most likely scenario, in my opinion, is that the rural libraries
that are becoming suburban will eventually blend into the suburban
libraries, the declining rural libraries will disappear, and the rural
libraries that are stable will limp along until they either become swal-
lowed up by the larger public library systems or become like the subur-
banized rural libraries of today.

Formal Education Support

“What we do for children today has ripple effects far beyond tomor-
row”!% shaping the generations to come. Library goals are to help kids to
become literate Americans, instill habits of lifelong learning in them,
empower them to meet some of their own information needs, and treat
them with the dignity they deserve. Though libraries cannot be all things
to all people, they do make a major difference in the cultural outcome of
the nation.

In the “New Vision: Beyond ALA Goal 2000,” some of the guiding
principles include libraries as upholding democracy by promoting diver-
sity of ideas, freedom to intellectually articulate all points of view, and
access to information to all people. Some key action areas discussed
were diver-sity, continuing education, and equity of access. Strategies
include promoting ALA’s mission and vision, creating national partner-
ships with government representatives, museums, and schools, and find-
ing ways to bring the resources of individual members, organizations,
and staff together on projects to make a national impact. We, as librari-
ans, must ensure the extension of this representation to rural libraries.

ALA considers itself the voice of the American library and sets high
information standards for its members and institutions. Their five-year
plan to move libraries and librarians into the 21st century includes
becoming more of a public voice representing ALL Americans, regard-
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less of age or location, training and updating the skills of library profes-
sionals, and defining their role in the emerging information environ-
ment.!!

In order to be affective, libraries need support at many levels of gov-
ernment to continue present programs and develop new ones that will
promote lifelong learning. At the state level, schools and public libraries
need to collaborate to build a support system for caregivers, and begin
working with home-schoolers, magnet schools, etc. There needs to be
intergenerational resource sharing and exchange of information and ser-
vices. Clear-cut guidelines must be developed for funding libraries and
schools to support literacy. And there must be support for continuing edu-
cation and training of librarians and other professionals working with
children to keep skills upgraded, so that our children will be better pre-
pared to face the challenges of adulthood.!?

At the local level, ongoing partnerships must be developed and
encouraged between libraries, with police departments, museums, parks
and recreation, Head Start programs, etc. in rural areas, as well as urban
and suburban. The quality of library staff must be maintained. And a sys-
tem must be established where there is ongoing staff, materials, and ser-
vices evaluation to continue to adequately meet the needs of children
both today and tomorrow.!> Small public libraries, and the children who
use them, need professional librarians even more than large ones do,
because there is no room for a mediocre librarian to hide in the stacks.
Rural libraries are often slighted due to lack of availability of funds and
MLS grads willing to move into a small community.'

Library services have been cut drastically instead of increased, due
to the ‘shrinking tax dollars,’ and, often, the first programs to go are
those serving the smaller population. How can rural libraries overcome
the effects of this destructive process? A rural librarian can keep her/his
finger on the changing pulse of the community s/he works with and be
flexible. S/he can take a proactive stance by reaching out to the commu-
nity and being aware of both resources and limitations available. S/he can
research and apply for grants that will boost library funds. The key is cre-
ativity. This makes both regional and local collaborations imperative in
order to solidify community cooperation, rather than competition.

Many rural communities are faced with a clash between two cul-
tures, the agricultural segment and the newly emerging business segment.
The first segment often is more conservative and slow to change, while
the last is built upon the very foundation of continuous evolution. Though
changes can create multiple opportunities, there is no guarantee this will
be the result. A balance must be created for harmonious survival of both
factions that includes creation of a clear vision of the future, exploring
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service alternatives of libraries, and adopting a series of goals and
objectives making explicit the purpose of the library and its value within
the community. The effectiveness of political planning depends on the
ability of the planners to see the many facets of the political system
within the community, recognize driving factors of the system, develop
strategies to cope with these factors, and incorporate the strengths of
both the agricultural and business factions of the community.!5

There seems very little hope that any program of the library will
escape the effects and influence of the Internet. Oh, I do not say it is all
bad, for that would be foolish, but I do say that it is a tool in which the
bugs must be worked out as we go along.

The question of learning-as-process over the Internet, as opposed to
acquiring information for kids in schools, libraries, and other traditional
means, has caused great debate, particularly in rural settings across the
country. ' Who can and will pay the incredible costs to wire the country
in between the cities? The rural areas share with urban the problem of
obtaining the funding needed to progress with the suburban population.
“Catching a revolution in progress can be tricky.!” Hearing about how
wonderful the Internet is can not help but be offset by visions of chil-
dren lost in the “point-and-click™ tutorial jungle as they learn how to dot
the proverbial “i” and cross the “t” of each separate program on the
Internet. Ih order to pass on good learning skills to kids, teachers and
librarians must be well-trained and have well-developed skills in surfing
the Internet. A truly user-friendly technology is a must with kids.!8

The best case scenario, in my opinion, would be combining the
educational benefits of schools, libraries, and the Internet. Some exam-
ples of rugal libraries that appear to be doing this include the following
web sites:

Two-Harbors Public Library of Two Harbors, MN: had fun graph-
ics and web links listed for kids.!?

Modoc County Library’s Homepage of Modoc County, CA: listed a
children’s story hour schedule.?

Eccles-Lesher Memorial Library of southern Clarion County, PA:
had Head Start, activity time for 6- to 13-year-olds, story time for 2- to
5-year-olds, and summer and holiday readings 2!

The worst case scenario, in my opinion, would be a widening of the
educational opportunity gap between the “haves” and “have-nots” with-
in today’s society.?? Budget cuts have affected all libraries, but especial-
ly the rural ones as they seem to be, in many cases swallowed by the
larger institutions.

The most likely case, in my opinion, is that as rural communities
will continue to move toward the suburbs, in this ever-shrinking world,
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and libraries will begin to merge in order to gain financial balance. Some
of the library services will take on more of a generic quality, rather than
being tailored to the individual communities. Competitors and collabora-
tors will begin to blur into each other as materials and services are more
provided and distributed by and over the Internet.

Conclusion

Some people believe the strengths in a small library include more person-
alized service, more reachable staff, and creativity. Others see a myriad
of myths that encompass the picture of the small library as a place that
provides more personal service, collects only best sellers, serves only
farmers and small-town residents, and is valued by the community it
serves for its independence. Advocates of including the small library as
an equal among public libraries say people must shove selfishness aside
and view materials as commonly, rather than individually, owned. The
main focus can really only be “...to ensure that all citizens, regardless of

where they live, have easy access to quality public library service.”?
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