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This case study (see Appendix, pp. 6-7) provides an excellent example of the importance of 

cultural diversity in public libraries. Francis Kelly, one of the librarians at the Lincoln Public Library1, 

was unable to provide basic library service to a non-English speaking patron, demonstrating the vital 

shortcoming in the library’s traditional service. “Communication comes from the Latin 

communis, common. When we communicate we are trying to establish a “commonness” with 

someone. That is, we are trying to share information,” states Schramm (1955, p. 3). Not knowing 

the patron’s language, and having no tools affording basic communication, Kelly couldn’t 

provide the library user with access to information, and had it not been for the patron daughter’s 

help, came very close to failing the core library mission. 

Communication can be both verbal, or word-based, and non-verbal, consisting of signs, 

gestures, posture, facial expression, etc.  In fact, nonverbal aspects “can often completely change 

the intended and/or perceived meaning of a message,” argue Evans and Ward (2007, p. 257).  

Today, we live and work in societies that are increasingly diverse. A gesture as innocent as 

holding up a finger, like Kelly did in response to the patron’s daughter’s translation help, in other 

cultures may be interpreted as unwelcomed or even threatening (Jones, p. 2).  Language 

deficiency and lack of multicultural awareness in library communication can turn into critical 

information barriers. 

                                                           
1 As there are several public libraries named Lincoln Public Library in the United States—e.g. Lincoln Public 
Library in Lincoln, CA; Lincoln Public Library in Lincoln, IL, Lincoln Public Library in Lincoln, MA; etc.—for the 
purpose of this assignment I will address a hypothetical public library case scenario, without assessing demographic 
data of a concrete locale. 
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How should libraries address this issue? Whereas firing half the staff and replacing them 

with ethnic minority group representatives, as Kelly’s fellow librarian Roberta Klein had 

suggested, may not be the best way to go, American Library Association does encourage 

building a diverse workforce into the libraries’ recruiting strategy: “In light of changes in the 

nation’s population, building a diverse workforce is a strategy that makes good sense.  A more 

diverse workforce can help create an environment that is welcoming to diverse patrons and, in a 

profession which sees new challenges and opportunities, a diverse workforce can help ensure 

that diverse perspectives and skills are part of the library’s decision-making” (American Library 

Association, Recruitment for Diversity). 

In 2007, the ALA conducted a study, Serving Non-English Speakers: 2007 Analysis of 

Library Demographics, Services and Programs, in the course of which it established that about 

21 million people in the United States speak limited or no English – one of every 15 persons; 

78% of libraries “reported Spanish as the priority #1 language to which they develop services 

and programs;” Asian languages ranked second in priority at 29%; and another 17.6% of 

libraries indicated Indo-European languages as a second priority. 

Based on the study results, the ALA developed a toolkit, How to Serve the World @ Your 

Library (American Library Association, & Office for Literacy and Outreach Services, 2008). 

The top ten “To Do’s” featured in the kit provide, in my opinion, the most effective set of 

strategies in resolving the difficult situation at the Lincoln Public Library: 

1. Hire bilingual library staff. Recruit bilingual volunteers. 

2. Display “Welcome” signs, library activities and materials information in the 

languages spoken in your community. 

3. Smile, sincerely. You will be speaking the universal language of kindness. 
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4. Assume no prior knowledge of libraries or lending policies. 

5. Provide library application forms and orientation materials in our library user’s 

native languages. 

6. Honor the choice of each individual: Ask whether a library user wants the library 

card application or flier in English or another language. 

7. Learn how to retrieve foreign language materials and resources at your library. 

8. Know the holidays and festivals celebrated in your community. Create displays to 

acknowledge and commemorate these. 

9. Contact your state, local, municipal and social service agencies; ask for 

information materials printed in other languages for public distribution. 

10. Get to know the community newspaper editor or reporters of other language 

weeklies: They can provide free newspapers and translate and publish your 

program calendar in the paper. 

In addition to staffing and reference services, the ALA recommends incorporating 

diversity policies into collection and selection of materials, programming, marketing, outreach 

services, and community relations (American Library Association, 1990). 

As information related to library services is sent through various channels—face-to-face 

communication, telephone conversations, Internet (library websites), etc.—libraries must attune 

all channels through which they communicate with their users to the multicultural and 

multilingual needs of their diverse communities. When Shaoyi He analyzed the language barriers 

on the websites of the 50 state libraries and the library websites of the top 50 cities in the United 

States, it has been found that only 4% out of 50 state libraries and 36% of the top 50 cities’ 

libraries feature their online services in languages other than English, most acquired through 
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machine translation services (2009). In the country where one out of every 15 people speaks no 

or little English, it is important that all libraries incorporate foreign languages spoken in their 

communities on their websites, in order to facilitate access to information for underserved 

minority groups. The more efficiently libraries link users to the information those seek, the more 

successful they will become in fulfilling their core mission: providing communities with 

equitable access to information and human knowledge. 
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Appendix. CASE STUDY  
 
It's a Small World  
 
FRANCIS KELLY, one of several librarians at the Lincoln Public Library, struggled patiently to 
help a patron. The woman understood almost no English and spoke what few words she knew in 
a heavy accent, making communication between them almost impossible. After a frustrated 
Kelly had exhausted all hope of assisting the woman, he was rescued by her ten-year-old 
daughter, who communicated with her mother in the same language and turned to the librarian 
and translated in perfect English. Kelly smiled, held up a finger, and immediately found the item 
the woman wanted--a library card application. She happily departed, all smiles. "Thank you," the 
librarian said to the child as she and her mother turned to go.  
 
"Okeyday," said the child, returning Kelly's smile.  
 
"I never felt like such an idiot in my life," Kelly said to fellow librarian Roberta Klein. "I feel so 
terrible that I can't help these people because I don't understand them."  
 
"They should teach languages in library school," Klein said.  
 
"The old neighborhood is changing fast," Kelly said. "It used to be you just had to speak some 
Spanish, but now there's Japanese, Chinese, Somali, Middle Eastern languages. Forget about it; 
it's like the UN in here."  
 
Kelly's metaphor is accurate. In the previous decade, the neighborhood around the library, which 
seemingly forever had been a predominantly Irish, Italian, and Jewish blend, had experienced a 
great influx of immigrants from Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. The staff principally 
comprises members of the aforementioned ethnicities, plus a single Hispanic woman, Theresa 
Rivera, and the lone African American staffer, Assistant Director Elizabeth Washington.  
 
"This is something we really have to start thinking about," said Connie Mascola. If the patrons 
don't speak English and we don't speak their languages, it's going to be awfully tough to serve 
them."  
 
"This is a concern we should speak to Bill about at the next staff meeting," Kelly said.  
 
Better than his word, Kelly had approached Director William Sullivan prior to said meeting to 
request the situation be added to the agenda.  
 
When all were assembled, Sullivan broached Kelly's request after running down the usual 
business. "I've been told by Frank that several of the staff have concerns over our ability to serve 
the growing ranks of immigrant patrons. Anyone who has thoughts on this, please verbalize 
them/' Sullivan said.  
 
"Since I brought it up." Kelly said, "I'll start. To repeat what I said to Bill and what some of us 
have talked about already, we're concerned that we may not be prepared to meet the flood of new 
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immigrants into this area in recent years. I had an experience just a week ago. I was completely 
helpless to assist someone who spoke no English with getting ultimately what was an application 
for a library card. It was very embarrassing for me and the patron."  
 
"It's not just immigrants. There is a large number of African Americans and Hispanics populating 
this are a, and I'm the only black woman, Terry is the only Hispanic, and there are no Asian 
Americans on the staff at all," Washington said.  
 
"And whenever African Americans or Hispanics come in looking for something," Rivera said, 
"they almost always immediately come over and ask me."  
 
"But isn't that their hang-up?" asked Klein. "It's not like the test of us wouldn't help them because 
they aren't white."  
 
"Of course not. I'm not saying that at all," answered Washington. "It's just human nature. We 
also have to make changes in the collection to reflect the needs of the users. Simply having best 
sellers in English isn't going to cut it for much longer."  
 
"Okay, so what do we do then? Fire half the staff and replace them with blacks, Hispanics, and 
Asians while replacing half the collection with foreign-language materials?"  
 
"I'm not saying that either," Washington affirmed.  
 
"Then what do we do to address this problem?" 
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