The Rural Public Library Trustee: A
Preliminary Assessment
CLIFFORD E. LANGE

THERE
A R E M A N Y QUESTIONS one can ask about rural public library
trustees. One question that came to mind, and the one which influenced
the content and direction of this article, is the following: is it necessary to
differentiate rural public library trustees and urban public library trustees? Attempts to answer this question led to the conclusion that such
differentiation is not useful in relation to the duties and responsibilities
of trustees.’ What appears to be more productive is to examine the library
environment in which the rural public library trustee functions.
That library environment, in contrast to the urban library, can be
said to include at least five relatively unique operational elements:
(1)remoteness from the mainstream of current library activity, (2) generally poor financial support, (3) lack of professional staff, (4) lack of
adequate resources, and ( 5 ) generally poor status in the community
served (an element shared with public libraries of all sizes).
Allie Beth Martin’s overall assessment of the public library is far
from encouraging, particularly in relation to the rural, small public
library: “The fate of the American institutional phenomenon, the public library, is in question. Its position has never been truly secure in
terms of general use or public support except in the large cities until
recent years, and for a few short periods of marked progress
countrywide. ’’2
For purposes of this article, a rural public library is considered to be
a library in any place of 10,000 population or less, the definition used in
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the Library Services Act to sperify libraries eligible for f ~ n d i n gT. h
~e
Library Services Act itself was an attempt todeal with a long-recognized
problem, the difficulty of adequately funding the small public library,
which by definition was and is the rural public library.
Louis Round Wilson pointed out in 1938 that “of the 45,130,098
people in the United States who are without public library service,
39,673,217, or approximately 88 perrent, live in the open country, or in
towns of less than 2.500 population.”4 He went on to say that “here,
then, is America’s greatest library problem, the problem of providing
effective public library service for the one-third of the total population
who live on farms and in the small towns and villages of rural American.”j As of this writing (in 1979), 6.5 percent of U.S. public libraries are
in cities with populations under 10,000.6
In 1944 Carleton Joeckel wrote a critical essay on the problems of
library extension in relation to the optimum sizeof the library unit. In a
series of what he called “rough strokes,” Joeckel criticized the byproducts of the small unit system, implying that this led to “too many
library board members doing too many wrong things about the running
of their little libraries.”7 He continued: “Any broad view of the geography of library organization in America makes it clear that the American system has failed, in a large proportion of rases, to unite urban and
rural areas into effective library units. For historical or governmental
reasons, many cities have been content to go their own way quite
separate from the surrounding rural areas.”R
Joeckel’s recommended solution to this problem of inequality was
to work toward a sound framework of larger units of service. He said the
ultimate success of library service depends upon the strength of the basic
library units, and predicted that “the fears caused by any yielding of
cherished local independence will quickly disappear when the more
efficient service of the larger unit replaces the limited service of the very
small library.”g Even today, this confident prediction would probably
receive mixed reviews.
T h e library profession’s formally adopted solution to the problems
outlined by Joeckel rests upon the idea of formal cooperation. T h e 1956
ALA standards, for example, urged libraries to “band together formally
or informally, in groups called ‘systems.’” T h e document further stated
that: “The development of systems of libraries does not weaken or
eliminate the small community library. O n the contrary, it offers that
library and its users greatly expanded resources and services”’O-a
paraphrase of Joeckel.
Although much progress has been made in the move toward sys590
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tems, the small, independent rural public library is still with us. T h e
problems of the small rural public library remain much the same today
as they were twenty-five or fifty years ago: isolation, insufficient support, lack of a professional librarian as director, and lack of resources
adequate to meet the needs of its users. These problems and their
relatively intensive level present the rural library trustee with a challenge of greater magnitude than that typically faced by the urban library
trustee, who often has access to expertise and resources totally beyond
the reach of the rural trustee.
Library literature is well supplied with descriptive and prescriptive
articles on trustees, most of which create a paragon whose list of traits
are fully attainable by few, if any. Perhaps one of the greatest problems
in writing about the library trustee is the lack of substantive, researchbased articles on the trustee and his or her role. Although they are the
subject of a sizable body of literature, library boards have been theobject
of little research. Much of the literature deplores how little research
there has been and urges concentrated attention to library boards and
governing authorities as subjects of research.”
Before dealing specifically with the rural trustee, it seems appropriate to discuss briefly issues relating to library boards in general. T h e
role and status of library boards have been the subjects of periodic
controversy. T h e literature of librarianship offers a multitude of justifications to support and defend the board form of library government.
Although this view predominates in library literature, there are both
librarians and trustees who view the library board as a necessary evil.’*
T h e litrrature on library boards can be said to reveal two dominant,
recurrent concerns: (1) Are library boards necessary? (2) What is the
relationship between the library director and his or her library board in
the areas of policy-making and a d m i n i ~ t r a t i o n ? ’ ~
T h e essence of the positive prescriptive literature is exemplified by
Hall, Winser, McAllister and Warncke, and Young, all of whom stress
that the librarian alone cannot carry the whole load of administration
and policy-making.’4
T h e library board aids the librarian in his or her many duties by
acting as a buffer between the librarian and city hall, as a n interpreter of
the library to the community, as a handy source of expertise in various
fields, and as a source of ready reference to community wants and needs.
Typical of the strong belief in these vital support roles of the library
board is Hall’s defense of the administrative board in light of the failure
of many boards to carry out successfully the duties assigned to them:
“Library boards themselves ...have it within their power to erase the
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arguments against their administration, for their chief weaknesses have
arisen from misunderstanding or neglect of functions rather than from
any inadequacy in the functions them~elves.”‘~
A perusal of the trustee handbooks of various states, alongwith the
type of material cited above, gives credence to Garceau’s conclusion that
“the library profession has developed a n orthodox and generallyagreed-upon body of thought about the library board.”l6 However, this
orthodoxy has been challenged by many, although few can offer evidence to back u p their assertions. Supported by the research of the
Public Library Inquiry, Garceau concluded that:
Perhaps the long-run development of public libraries should
point toward libraries as operating departments. There is evidently nothing inherently incompatible with good library
service in this unelaborated structure. N o sudden break with
the established form, however, is conceivable. Librarians have
not yet by any means become universally trained as technical
experts or as a learned profession, and where they have been so
trained, their standing as experts is not always fully
recognized. 17
In contrast to Garceau’s conclusion is that of Joeckel, whose landmark research study of public library government led him to assert that
although its tradition may be greater than its performance, the library
board has earned the right to survive, and that, indeed, a library is likely
to succeed best with a lay board and a professional executive.18
Political scientists have been most persistent critics of the administrative board form of library government. Redford, for example, delineated the issues, saying that although the board form has been
common in state and local administration:

I wish we had more scholarly analysis of this device. It certainly has brought to administration the interest and ideas of
outstanding community leaders, and conversely has had an
educative effect upon these participants.
At the same time, lay responsibility for top management and
policy direction has its disadvantages. It strengthens functional independence and impedes coordination, and the argument against it is strong where continuing coordination with
other functions is needed. It has been a device for keeping
politics out of administration. Has it done so? Or, has it
channelled politics into hidden and irresponsible channels?
...Has it removed too much from politics? Has it kept ques-
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tions out of the political channel which should have been
considered here? Has it prevented discussion and education of
the public on significant issues?...
How do lay boards obtain the information on which thcy
operate? Must it not come to them from the bureaucracy they
are to control? Without a study and planning staff of its own
and without time for full time analysis of the problems, can a
lay board provide the degree of democratic control over the
bureaucracy that is needed?...Moreover, where there is a strong
professional group interest in the work of a n agency, is there
not danger that the lay board will overrepresent such an interest and not provide a really independent control on behalf of
the society as a whole?lg
T h e questions Redford raised do not appear to have definitive
answers, due primarily, it seems, to lack of empirical research upon
which to base judgments. Although Donald W. Koepp’s study dealt
with much larger cities than are relevant to this discussion, his thoughts
concerning public library government are relevant to the issue of the
library board and the lack of research data to support its role and
validity. In an author’s notc to his study, Koepp expressed these
thoughts:
T h e reader will be inclined to ask to what extent I feel that
these findings represent what goes on generally in the governing of the several thousand other municipal public libraries in
the United States. I would have to answer that I do not know,
and I would be quick to insist that no one else knows either.
I would also respond that our lack of knowledge is at the very
root of our problem, and that almost all discussions of public
library government are either windy, rhetorical endorsements
of the ancient board form or an emotional attack upon i t by
individuals who for one reason or another can hardly be
expected to be very objective.20
With the library board as a “given,” the next big question, of
course, is the relationship between the library director and the library
board. Concern for this relationship in library literature has most often
been expressed in terms of the policy-making/administration
dichotomy.
Garceau traced the historical evolution of the relationship between
librarian and board, pointing out that “from 1876 to 1930 the problem
of the relationship was continually discussed and nearly all possible
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adjustments were suggested to obtain the right balance.” During this
time period, however, the librarian gained so much power that by 1927,
Garceau concluded, “leadership in library government had ...come into
the hands of the librarian.”Z1
Liljequist surveyed the library board literature from 1876 to 1950,
comparing what it said should be the case with what library surveys
revealed to be the actual practice in the librarianlboard relationship.
Among his conclusions, which seemed to agree with those of Garceau,
were these: “(1) While in theory trustees and librarians have reached
agreed conclusions o n the divisions of the broad fields of policy and
administration, they have not been carried out in practice, and in many
cases are the exact opposite. (2) T h e biggest reason for the existence of
the contradiction between theory and practicc lies in the neglect of the
library board. In most cases they have practically abdicated their function to the librarian.”22
Much of the library literature as mentioned earlier, reflects the
policy/administration dichotomy, although Virginia Young has
attempted to bypass the issue by saying that the relationship between
librarian and board is one in which the duties of each: “fall into roughly
parallel areas, the obligations and responsibilities of each are entirely
separate ....Properly comprehended and performed these parallel duties
will strengthen and complement each other without risk of competitive
or divided a ~ t h o r i t y . ” 2 ~
Both theory and practice in this sensitive area continue to be
somewhat muddled, as Carpenter has noted: “On the one hand it is felt
that boards should respect carefully the librarian’s superior knowledge,
and on the other it is felt that boards should be active and strong
initiating policy and aggressively promoting the 1ibra1-y.”~~
These conflicting points of view reflect the confusion which has existed concerning the librarianhoard relationship, perhaps much of it due to a faulty
conception of the policy-makingladministrationcontinuum. (Thirty
years ago a political scientist expressed the conviction that the earlier
professional belief in the separation of policy and administration was
never s o clear, consistent, or hard and fast as often had been assumed.25)
There seems to be abundant evidence that “without a n excellent
director a library board is inevitably very limited in what it can accomplish.”ZfiMonat, Nelson Associates, and Phinney have all stressed that the
effective library services found in their studies were dependent upon the
library director’s ability and dynamic leadership.27 Although this leadership may be crucial, Hamill emphasized the extent to which it
depends upon the library board: “For, as against the board, whose
594
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powers are clearly set forth in statute or charter, the librarian seldom has
legally defined powers or legally defined duties, except in cases where
civil service regulations may specify them. Such powers as he exercises
are usually not by statute but by delegation, often unwritten, from the
board, and his role in the library’s management is based o n
sufferance. ”28
What emerges from these studies and statements is a picture of a
dynamic relationship between a library director and the library board.
While this is a generalization, it seems reasonable to assume that this
relationship exists in libraries of all sizes a n d may be more crucial in the
rural public library, where the magnitude of the problems and the
difficulties i n dealing with them are potentially greater than in larger
libraries.
If one accepts the basic premises of this article, i.e., i t is the difficult
library environment in which the rural public library trustee functions
that is of greatest importance in looking at that trustee’s performance,
and the duties and responsibilities of all library trustees are essentially
the same, then the obvious question becomes: What special qualifications or stengths, if any, might one wish to find in a rural public library
trustee?
A preliminary attempt to deal with that issue is made here through
analysis of a survey of northwest Iowa public library trustees conducted
by Marion F. R a s m u ~ s e n , *and
~ through a small sample of telephone
interviews with rural trustees conducted by this author.
T h e Iowa survey generated 162 returns from the 209 trustees
sampled, and 70 returns from the 108 board presidents queried. These
trustees were from libraries serving populations ranging from less than
500 to 24,999. T h e author’s survey consisted of 21 interviews with
trustees connected to libraries serving populations from 1200 to 7500 in
the following states: Alabama, Arkansas, California, Florida, Idaho,
Indiana, Iowa, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Nevada, New Mexico, New
York, North Carolina, North Dakota, Oklahoma, Oregon, Utah,
Washington, West Virginia, and Wisconsin-a small but geographically diverse sample of trustees. T h e relevant questions and answers in
these two surveys deal with how the library board functions and with the
individual trustee’s personal preparation and attitudes.
T h e Iowa survey revealed that 81 percent of the Iibraries hold
regularly scheduled meetings; the nationwide survey indicated that 95
percent of those boards meet regularly. These answers are encouraging,
since they seem to indicate a businesslike functioning of those boards.
Less encouraging are the answers to the question: “Does the board
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conduct an orientation program for new members?” Both surveys
showed that the majority of the boards do not (Iowa, 73 percent; nationwide, 62 percent). These results seem to indicate that littleeffort is made
to educate the new trustee, except by experience. Given the magnitude of
the problems faced by the rural trustee, one would consider a formal
orientation mandatory.
Even more discouraging are the responses to the question: “When
did you last attend a continuing education course or meeting?” Iowa
results show that almost 72 percent of the trustees do not attend such
courses or meetings, and the nationwide survey revealed that 86 percent
of those trustees do not participate in continuing education activities.
The Iowa survey revealed that 8.9 percent of library board members
serve less than one year; 42.3 percent serve one to six years; 25 percent
serve six to twelve years; and 23.7 percent serve more than twelve years.
The proportions in the nationwide survey were similar. Thus, one
could agree with Rasmussen that: “It is a commonplace of trustee
literature that the library trustee should not remain on his board so long
as to become jaundiced or indifferent. Moreover, the trustee whose
board tenure is long is very likely to have firmly fixed notions of what
his library can and should do....The response to this question should
put to rest the notion that appointment to the library boardis for life.”30
Almost half of the trustees in the Iowa survey indicated that they
read at least one professional library periodical, and in the nationwide
survey the figure was 57 percent. While this is somewhat encouraging, it
seems that if approximately 50 percent of public library trustees do not
read even one library serial, then at least half of all library trustees are
not as well informed as they ought to be. Reading a library publication
should not be difficult, in terms of either access or comprehension.
Almost 60 percent of the Iowa trustees polled do not belong to a library
organization, nor do 81 percent of the trustees in the nationwide survey.
Again, this evidence leads one to believe that the level of knowledge of
library affairs among trustees cannot be high.
While i t is true that the information gathered in these two surveys is
not generalizable, that it is tentative and riddled with problems, as
preliminary evidence it nevertheless indicates some serious problems.
The major concern to which this information should be related is the
assumption previously made that rural public library trustees, because
of the environmental problems previously referred to, may need to be
better informed, and thus more capable, than trustees of any other kind
of public library. If this assumption is true, and if the evidence presented
here proves valid through research replication, then the library profes596
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sion clearly has a major task before it, and perhaps one of some urgency
as well.
Given the continued prominence of trustees and the development
of trustee governance of public library systems, it seems clear that it
would be useful, if not necessary, to give more serious attention to the
role of trustees and to their care and feeding by the profession which
claims to value their contribution. Like so many others, this author
urges more research to assist the library profession in improving its
understanding of as well as its work with the public library trustee.

References
1. The author wishes to acknowledge the assistance of Joan Plessner, Public Information Librarian, New Mexico State Library, in the preparation of this article.
2. Martin, Allie B., coord. A Strategy for Public Library Change: Proposed Public
Z.ibrary Coals-Feasibilzty Study. Chicago, Public Library Association, 1972, p. vii.
3. Fry, James W. “LSA and LSCA, 1956.1973: A Legislative History,” Library
Trends 24:10, July 1975.
4. Wilson, Louis R. T h e Geography of Reading: A Study of the Distribution and
Status of Libraries in the United States. Chicago, ALA and University of Chicago Press,
1938, pp. 29, 31.
5. Ibid., p. 31.
6. Robinson, Barbara M. “Municipal Library Services.” I n International City
Management Association. T h e Municipal Year Book 1979. Washington, D.C., International City Management Association, 1979, p. 63.
, ed. Library
7. Joeckel, Carleton B. “Library Extension Today.” I n
Extension: Problems and Solutions. Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1946, p. 19.
8. Ibid., p. 20.
9. Ibid., p. 21.
10. American Library Association. Public Libraries Division. Coordinating Committee on Revision of Public Library Standards. Public Library Service: A G u i d e t o
Evaluation, w i t h M i n i m u m Standards. Chicago, ALA, 1956, p. 7.
11. Batchelder, Mildred L. Public Library Trustees in t h e Nineteen-Sixties (ALTA
Publication No. 4). Chicago, American Library Trustees Association, 1969,pp. 81-83;and
Prentice, Ann E. T h e Public Library Trustee: Image and Performance on Funding.
Metuchen, N.J., Scarecrow Press, 1973, pp. 9-17.
12. Eggen, J. Archer. “Introduction,” Library Trends 11:3, July 1962; and Goldin,
Lillian. “The Public Library Board: A View from the Director’s Office,” Bay State
Librarian 61:5-8, Feb. 1972.
13. Lange, Clifford E. “Communication Behavior and Interpersonal Coorientation
Between Public Library Directors and Their Board Members.” Ph.D. diss., University of
Wisconsin-Madison, 1972.
14. Hall, Anna G. T h e Library Trustee. Chicago, ALA, 1937, p. 6; Winser, Marian M.
A H a n d b o o k for Library Trustees. New York, Bowker, 1955, pp. 7-8; McAllister, Dorothy
S., and Warncke, Ruth. “The Trustee in Today’s World.”Zn Virginia G. Young, ed. T h e
Library Trustee: A Practical Guidebook. New York, Bowker, 1969, pp. 6-7; and Young,
Virginia G. “Duties and Responsibilities of Trustees.” I n
, ed. T h e Library
Trustee: A Practical Guidebook. 3d ed. New York, Bowker, 1978, pp. 8-12.
15. Hall, op. cit., p. 6.
SPRING

1980

597

C L I F F O R D LANGE

16. Garceau, Oliver. T h e Public Library in the Political Proress. New, York,
Columbia LJniversity Press, 1949, p. 54.
17. Ibid., p. 96.
18. Joeckel, Carleton B. T h e Govrrnmerit of the American Public Library. Chicago,
University of Chicago Press, 1935, pp. 262, 3.55.
19. Redford, Emmette S. Idral and Practice in Public Admznzstration. LJniversity,
L’niversity of Alabama Press, 1958, pp. 83-84.
20. Koepp, Donald W. Public Library Government: S e w n Case Studzes (Publications in Librarianship). Berkeley and Los Angeles. ITniversity of California Press, 1968,
vol. 6, p. 181.
21. Garceau, op. cit., p. 50.
22. Liljequist, Orval A. ”The Rrlationship Between Trusters and Librarians as
Expressed in Library Literature, 1876-1950.” Madison, University of Wisconsin, 1951, pp.
37-38. (unpublished)
23. Young, “Duties and Responsibilities ...,” up. cit., p. 9.
24. Carpenter, Ray L. “The Public Library Executive: A Study of Status and Role.”
Ph.D. diss., University of North Carolina, 1967, p. 89. Published as T h e Public Library
Exerutiue: A n Exploration of the Role of a n Emergzng Profession. Washington, D.C.,
L1.S. Office of Education, Bureau of Researc-h, 1967.
25. Appleby, Paul H. Policy and Admznzstration. Irniversity, C!niversityofAlabama
Press, 1949, p. 16.
26. Batchelder, op. cit., p. 33.
27. Monat, William R. T h e Publzc Library and Its C o m m u n z t y : A Study of t h e
Impact of Library Semires in Five Pennsyliiania Cities (Pennsylvania State Library
Monograph No. 7). Harrisburg, Institute of Public Administration, Pennsylvania State
University, 1967, p. 53; Nelson Associates. Public Library Systems in the United States: A
SunJey ofMultzturzsdictiona1 Systems. Chicago, ALA, 1969, p. 207; and Phinney, Eleanor.
Lzbrary Adult Education in Actzon: Five CUSPStudies. Chic-ago, ALA, 1956, pp. 140-42.
28. Hamill, Harold L. “Executive-Board Relations in Public Libraries,” Library
Trends 7:389, Jan. 1959.
29. Rasmussen, Marion F. “A Survey of Northwest Iowa Public Library Trustees:
Summary of Results.” Sioux City, Iowa, Northwest Regional Library System, 1977.
(unpublished)
30. Ibid., p. 12.

598

LIBRARY T R E N D S

