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This year’s cover feature explores the excellence and 

diversity of librarians and library advocates in Illinois. 

From small towns to big cities, universities to elementary

schools, the best of Illinois’s library community provide 

a model for outstanding performance in the profession.

The variety of services provided and the individual styles

that mark these library leaders make this a true mosaic,

with many small parts creating a beautiful design.

The following profiles public librarians, including the 

director of a newly established library; director of a library

that is more than one hundred years old; an adult services

director of a small public library; and a teen coordinator 

of a large public library. Though they all work in the public

sector, each of these people have different perspectives

and ideas of the needs of the community they serve and

the roles public librarians fill. (continued on page 6)

One State, Many Faces:The Mosaic
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Amy Alessio
Schaumburg Township District
Library

What are the most pressing
issues or challenges facing
libraries today?

Staying relevant to patron needs
is the continuing challenge for all
types of libraries serving all ages.

In my work with young adults, this is particularly pressing
as they are only young adults for a few years! I attend as
many training workshops as I can on new technologies and
other subjects important to them so I can offer services that
retain their interest. Then there are times when offering 
fiction and non-fiction relevant to today’s teens clashes
with what adults think the library should offer, and young
adult literature from graphic novels to girl series garners
media attention and challenges everywhere. This is an
example of another issue — serving patrons from diverse
backgrounds and interests within the same area.

How have these issues changed since you started 
as a librarian?

When I started working in libraries eleven years ago, there
were not as many information resources for public library
patrons outside of the library, so libraries have had to
become more creative about capturing the attention 
of patrons. I have seen exciting trends in community 
partnerships and electronic services that raise the profile 
of the library in communities. Of course I have enjoyed
being part of the latest growth spurt in young adult 
services. More and more libraries are employing specialized
young adult librarians who provide educated in-depth
library services for that age group, which will keep them
returning to the library into adulthood. I am very excited
about the new ILA Young Adult forum, which will allow
us to share specific teen ideas throughout the state.

What are your thoughts on the idea that libraries 
are passé and unnecessary?

Having presented training sessions at more than forty
workshops in the past four years, I think administrative
attitude is a major influence in the impact a library has 
on its surrounding community, whether it is public, 
corporate, college, school, or museum. Before Schaumburg

I worked at a small public library that offered Internet
training and job training as a major service. These were
badly needed in that lower income area where people 
did not have their own computers. While this may seem
logical, I have also seen libraries with healthy resources 
that are not receptive to trying new services and listening
to patron input, especially from teens. 

I wonder what will happen when those teens start voting!
Library administration that encourages new ideas from 
staff and sends staff at all levels to share ideas with other
libraries and groups seems best positioned to stay relevant
and important to their patrons. I’ve seen staff of all ages
serve teens well with the right training and support — 
it is all about attitude!

What new forms of technology are you using that
enable you to assist patrons in a more timely manner?

I recently took a YALSA online course in technologies for
teens. I learned about podcasting, wikis, online gaming,
RSS, blogs, and more. It was amazing, and it changed my
perspective on each type of service I offer. I do not know 
if it will change the speed of offering teen book reviews, 
for example, but it will allow me to offer more interactive
services to more teens at more times, such as podcast
reviews (similar to those offered at the Thomas Ford
Library in Western Springs). I also work on the My Web
Librarian program that many Illinois libraries participate
in, which certainly offers reference service in a timely 
manner. I am always amused when people ask me 
what is taking so long when a search takes more than 
thirty seconds!

What are the most fascinating and satisfying aspects 
of your job?

Absolutely, working directly with teens is my passion. 
They keep me humble and at the same time they inspire
me. For example, many of my Teen Advisory Board 
members found my studies of videogaming and new 
technologies for the YALSA class hilarious, but they 
have pitched in and helped me design new services 
with those technologies. Working with teens has led 
me to become a YALSA trainer and I have met people 
in libraries all over the Midwest and further through 
teaching, which I also enjoy. Some of my most successful
programs for teens were inspired by staff from tiny libraries
in rural Wisconsin or southern Illinois!

(continued from page 4)
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Anita Dolson
West Union District Library

What are the most pressing
challenges facing libraries today?

I feel one of the challenges facing
libraries today is keeping up 
with ever-changing technologies.
Librarians feel they need to know
how to operate the computers,

digital cameras, iPods, and more. Patrons many times do
not know how to add an attachment or download their 
digital camera’s pictures. The Internet causes issues and 
challenges also.

How have these issues changed since you started 
as a librarian?

When I began as a librarian, we did not have the Internet.
We had a public computer that was the Commodore 64.
We did not own a fax machine. All our records were kept
on ledger sheets. Now we have our circulation records on
the computer.

What are your thoughts on the idea that libraries 
are passé and unnecessary?

I don’t believe that libraries are unnecessary. We technically
serve 914 persons. Children from three school districts 
use our library. We have lower income families that use 
our computers and the Internet. The library is a place to 

congregate and see neighbors. It is place to browse around
for a good book. The closest video rental store is approxi-
mately thirteen miles away. Our patrons appreciate being
able to check out DVDs or VHS tapes. We have eighty to
a hundred people attend a summer puppet show. 

Approximately 80 percent of our population owns a library
card. We circulate almost 16,000 items. We have an auto-
matic counter. Last year it recorded 11,257 persons entered
the library. That is not too bad for a rural library serving
914 persons that is only open twenty-five hours a week.

What new forms of technology are you using that
enable you to assist patrons in a more timely manner?

I would have to say that for our library the Internet and fax
machine really help the patrons. We are the only location
in our small town to fax or photocopy an item.

What are the most fascinating and satisfying aspects 
of your job?

I enjoy working with the public of all ages. I love to see 
the look on a child’s face when they find a brand new
book. It is like Christmas! I enjoy getting to know new
people of all ages. The aspects of fundraising are hard 
work yet very satisfying. We only receive $12,000 from 
tax monies, so we have to have several fundraising events 
to provide the services our patrons deserve. We usually 
end up with a budget of $30,000.

(continued on page 8)

I feel one of the challenges facing
libraries today is keeping up with
ever-changing technologies.”

“



8

IL
A

 R
ep

or
te

r 
– 

Ju
ne

 2
00

6

Brian Smith
Homer Township Public 
Library District

What are the most pressing
issues or challenges facing
libraries today?

I think the most pressing issue 
is that the online distribution 
of media allows publishers and

vendors to cut libraries out as owners and repositories of
books, audio recordings, videos, and other items. A traditional
library function, paying for an item and sharing it, is often
treated as piracy in the world of licensed content.

How have these issues changed since you started 
as a librarian?

Before the development of the Web and broadband
Internet connections to homes, online distribution was
mainly limited to text-only things like journal indexes, 
and access was available only on a funky, green-screened
computer in the library, if the library had access at all.
Now, people can download feature films while in bed 
with their laptops.

What are your thoughts on the idea that libraries 
are passé and unnecessary?

I just think that libraries need to re-think what business
we’re in, sort of how professional sports leagues decided 
a couple decades ago that they’re in the entertainment 
business. My take is that libraries are in the convenience
business. People can get books and magazine articles and
answers to questions from other places; we need to make
using the library so convenient that folks would have to be
crazy not to do it.

What new forms of technology are you using that
enable you to assist patrons in a more timely manner?

We’ve been providing reference service via instant messaging
for more than a year, and have been part of a cooperative
Webchat service for several years. We’ve started to buy 
e-books that patrons can download directly from 
our catalog. 

I’m also working on an LSTA-funded project to create 
a reference knowledge base for the entire PALS system; 
that will be partly built on a wiki platform. This stuff isn’t
really all that new, but libraries are playing catch-up.

What are the most fascinating and satisfying aspects 
of your job?

Finding things. The “thing” might be information a user
needs, a way around a technical problem, a serendipitous
discovery of a great Web site or book, etc. Seeing a user
who’s happy about what I’ve found is pretty nice, too.

(continued from page 7)

Libraries need 
to re-think what
business we’re 
in, sort of how
professional
sports leagues
decided a couple
decades ago 
that they’re in 
the entertainment
business.”

“
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Anita Driver
Jerseyville Public Library

What are the most pressing
issues or challenges facing
libraries today?

For me the most pressing issue
or challenge is the pace at which
things change. It’s a challenge
not only for my budget but for

my mind and abilities. Sometimes I feel that not a week
goes by that I didn’t have a “crash course” in something 
to bring me or my library up to speed.

How have these issues changed since you started 
as a librarian?

Once again it’s the time element. Back in the late 1970s,
‘80s, and ‘90s, you could learn or buy something new and
cutting edge and go for years offering the best that was
available to your patrons.

What are your thoughts on the idea that libraries 
are passé and unnecessary?

I don’t think this could be further from the truth. I feel as
though people look to us for more and more all the time.
Not only do they want us to supply their escape, whether
that be pleasure reading, music, programs, etc., from their
busy lives, they want us to help them post a resume on the
Internet, be their access to high speed Internet because
theirs is down. When I hear people talk about this topic
and I stop to contemplate it, I might be worried for a half
a second! I think people will always look to us for pleasure
in their lives and to help them stay at the curve and 
sometimes slightly ahead of it.

What new forms of technology are you using that
enable you to assist patrons in a more timely manner?

Virtual reference—just yesterday I had a QuestionPoint
from a Jerseyville patron who had purchased a bromeliad
houseplant at Wal-Mart. The plant had no tag nor could
Wal-Mart gardening staff help her. After searching for quite
some time on the Net she asked via QuestionPoint. We
scanned and attached two pages about the care of her
plant. How much more timely could this be! She didn’t
even have to leave her home (or her plant).

Also, using the LCLS LLSAP and OCLC. These are not
new forms but certainly more timely than “in the old
days.” I can remember our patrons waiting months and
months for an item we didn’t have or not getting it at all.
And, having six-day-a-week courier in LCLS is fabulous. 
It doesn’t do much good to find a requested item if it has
to sit in processing somewhere or in the back of a van.

What are the most fascinating and satisfying aspects 
of your job?

Most fascinating are the people, we get all kinds don’t we?
Most satisfying is a happy customer—the forty people who
loved the Western Illinois program Music of the Pipe, the
young mother that praised us for “going the extra mile”
just because we had chickens for Easter, and those were just
this week. For the most part, patrons are very appreciative.

Sometimes I feel 
that not a week 
goes by that 
I didn’t have 
a “crash course” 
in something 
to bring me 
or my library 
up to speed.”

“



ou’ve all heard that construction costs are rising 
exponentially, but we’re not sure everyone understands 
the cause or the impact of this change. Over the last 
three years, construction costs rose a total of 25 percent.
Prior to 2003, cost of construction inflation averaged 3
percent per year. The increase is hard to believe when you
compare it to Consumer Price Index increases that have
remained steady at 3 percent annually. As consultants 
serving Chicago’s libraries, SRBL Architects wants to help
librarians understand rising costs and how to manage 
this situation.

Although costs can be surprising, it is important to remember
that putting off construction projects won’t help your library
in the long run. Just like gasoline prices aren’t going to return
to what they were five years ago, construction costs aren’t
going to fall dramatically either.

You’ve probably heard that steel has the most volatile price
increases among construction materials. Three years ago
structural steel was $290/ton, today it costs $540/ton. This
doesn’t just affect the cost of a building’s structure, it affects
anything made using the same raw materials, including
mechanical equipment, ductwork, conduit, and aluminum
windows. While recent cost increases originated from 
factors like Asia’s building boom, the cost of petroleum,
Hurricane Katrina, and mass purchasing of re-building
materials, there is an additional trickle-down effect. When
costs rise in one sector, it provides an opportunity for 
producers of other materials to increase their prices.

With the recent trend of municipalities adopting the IBC
(International Building Code), code requirements are also
impacting building prices. The IBC recently added seismic
requirements for all critical buildings. This one change means
increased cost of materials, design time to address more 
complex codes, and construction labor. Expect building 
codes to continually get more stringent; by nature they 
are conservative and made to address real-life situations.
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Y
Carol Sente, Sente Rubel Bosman Lee (SRBL) Architects

Construction
Costs Just Aren’t What 

They Used to Be


