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A Russian businessman, a Chinese 
student, a Mexican dentist, and a 
Colombian bar tender are sitting at 

a table in the library.  The Colombian says to 
the Russian…1

But no—this is not a setup for a bad joke.  
It’s something more.  It actually describes a 
situation occurring at most any branch in one 
of Virginia’s 92 public library systems.

The mix of customers may differ.  The 
activities not exactly parallel.  But the reality 
is the same: The public library is front and 
center in the efforts of Virginia’s communities 
to respond to the rapidly changing nature of 
the Commonwealth’s population.

One of the ironies of this transforma-
tion is that as Virginia’s public libraries react 
to the changing nature of their community 
bases—they find they, too, must change.  And 
as these changes occur, the library becomes an 
even more valuable asset for the town, city, or 
county that funds it.

A double irony is that many of the new 
Americans come from countries where librar-
ies are undeveloped and where interaction with 
public libraries is rare.  They have to be actively 
attracted into today’s libraries, for they prob-
ably seem to be strange and complex places.

Once discovered, however, they find a 
myriad of programs designed to assist them.2 

This article will trace the history of 
public library outreach to new Americans, 
quickly focus on the changing nature of 
Virginia’s population, and then detail the new 
levels of programs and services being provided  
by public librarians in Virginia to their new 
customer set.  

Some readers may be surprised to learn 
of the active roles libraries are playing in 
this area.  They assume the school systems, 
the public health departments, social service 
agencies, etc., by their nature and function 
will accommodate these folks. But they fail  
to recognize the tremendous assistance public 
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provide to the new Americans—assistance that 
enables them to become an active and vital part 
of the local social fabric.

A Little Library History 
From their beginnings in this country, 

public libraries were “…advertised as places 
where American democracy would flourish as 
all citizens enjoyed equal access to the fruits  
of the world’s knowledge, wisdom and art.”3  
Since this time it has become common knowl-
edge that public libraries are “…quintessentially 
American institutions, symbols of American 
faith in education.”4 

The phrase “all citizens” quickly took on 
new meaning as the millions of immigrants 
poured into the country.  America was fast 
becoming a nation diverse in race, religion, and 
national origins.

But in an essay celebrating the 100th anni-
versary of the American Library Association, 
noted Afro-American historian John Hope 
Franklin examines the impact of a pluralis-
tic society on library development. He begins 
by suggesting that the early views of new 
Americans included only those of European 
origins, and that in creating such a definition, 
three quarters of a million blacks already in the 
country would be considered ineligible to be 
Americanized.

Franklin noted that there was no willing-
ness to nurture educational and cultural institu-
tions that would serve all people.  He points out 
that the great influx of immigrants in the 1820’s 
and 1830’s “…raised suspicions and hostility 
among those of original American stock.”  They 
had different religious beliefs, were willing to 
work for lower wages, and wanted to keep their 
languages and traditions.5

Early expressions of anti-foreignism and 
anti-Catholicism culminated in the formation of 
the American Party in 1854.  It was a political 
party whose main goal was maintaining the sta-
tus quo and attempting to quell the social changes 
initiated by the thousands of immigrants.

In the years following the Civil War, the 
country’s population swelled again.  Much of 
this growth was from another wave of immi-
gration—this time from northern, southern  
and Eastern Europe, as well as from China  
and Japan.  In addition, the population was 
becoming urbanized.

Cities sprang to life organized, often around 
nothing but a mill or a factory or a railroad.  
These cities attracted the multitudes of immi-
grants looking for work.

About this time some individuals began to 
notice that existing institutions were not help-
ing to enable the immigrant in “…entering into 
the American way of life.”  As time went on and 
the social problems mounted, many reformers 
focused on education as the key to solving and 
resolving the social pressures brought about by 
immigrants who remained aloof from society.

Public libraries during this period were 
much more identified with education than today. 
The new profession of librarianship believed it 
had a responsibility to the immigrant through its 
services.  The library was to become—in addi-
tion to a library—a community cultural center.

One anonymous editorial writer in 1890 
stated this regarding the function of the public 
library and the integration of the immigrant into 
society: “The free library is the most promising 
of all measures for social integration because, 
more than any other, it teaches and leads to self 
help.  Reading library books causes increased 
productivity of our mechanics and artisans, in 
the lessening of crime and disorder among us, 
in the influx of the most desirable class of citi-
zens, in the greater sobriety, industry, morality, 
and refinement throughout the community that 
must necessarily result.”6

Librarians at this time were disturbed by 
the effect of city life on the population and 
wished to share their knowledge and middle-
class ideals with the underprivileged, i.e., the 
immigrants.   Librarians hoped that immigrants 
and poor Americans alike could be made into 
enlightened, self-supporting citizens.

In order to reach those who would ben-
efit from library service, the library itself was 
extended through the development of public 
branch libraries, deposit stations, and home 
libraries.  Branches and other extension services 
were viewed as a convenient method for catering 
to special groups who would not likely utilize 
library services in centralized locations.

The initial emphasis of library programs for 
immigrants—in the 1920’s—was on the indi-
vidual.  Assimilation of these people into the 
mainstream was the major goal.

Libraries cooperated with day and evening 
schools by furnishing books recommended by 
teachers and aided interested students in their 
struggle with the English language by sponsor-
ing English classes in the library.

Libraries supplied books in native languages 
as well as translations from English. Citizenship 
classes were presented.  Librarians composed 
pamphlets in a variety of languages describing 
the “rules” of the community, the prevailing 
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wages and costs of living, the health codes—and 
many other helpful and useful subjects.

So what is new under the sun?
Since its beginning around 1901, for exam-

ple, the New York Public Library has felt that 
immigrants need to have access to learning 
materials and examples of English in order to 
become American. As described in its history: 
“Among its earliest beneficiaries were recently 
arrived immigrants for whom the library pro-
vided contact with the literature and history of 
their new country as well as the heritage that 
these people brought with them.”7 

Discussion still continues as to the ratio-
nale of public libraries and their response to the 
new American.  Is the role that of assimilation?  
There was no question about this role in the 
early 1900’s. 

What about 2007, however? Is there a 
revised role?  Has the picture of America as the 
melting pot given way to America the mosaic?

As evidenced by ongoing news stories, 
the country’s view of the new American is not 
settled. Immigration remains a volatile and per-
plexing issue.

The reality for Virginia’s public libraries 
is that the face of the state has changed—and 
continues to change. And that this change 
is not just confined to Northern Virginia or 
Tidewater.

The Weldon Cooper Center at the 
University of Virginia has some interesting 
statistics regarding Virginia’s race and ethnic-
ity—as compared to the nation as a whole:

Virginia is about as “White” and “Asian” as 
the nation but has a higher proportion of 
Non-Hispanic African-Americans and lower 
proportions of Hispanics.8
Despite high growth rates in Nonwhite and 
Hispanic populations, Virginia remains a 
majority White state—though it is more 
diverse than even a few decades ago.
Although Virginia as a whole is 70 percent 
White, in half of its 10 regions, the percent-
age is greater than 70.
In three regions, all west of the Blue 
Ridge, Whites are over 80 percent of the  
population.
Northern Virginia is the only region with 
noticeable proportions of Asians and 
Hispanics, though there are significant 
concentrations of these minorities in other 
regions. In 82 of the states’ 134 localities, 
Hispanic population growth exceeds 100 
percent since the 2000 Census.9, 10 
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Virginia’s 92 public library systems find 
themselves in the midst of the political discus-
sion regarding how cities and towns should 
respond to new Americans—as well as facing 
the reality of the new Americans entering their 
doors—in increasing numbers and in increasing 
diversity.

Each City is Unique
As each city and county is unique, so, too, 

is the response of the library to the changing 
service demands driven by new Americans. 
The constant, however, is the role of the public 
library: It provides services to all residents of an 
area, it adds value to the lives of its customers, 
and it offers an outstanding return to the local 
funds invested in it.

Virginia’s public libraries have indeed devel-
oped an extensive repertoire of strategies, out-
reach programs, and personal services to meet 
the needs in their changing communities. They 
do so, in some cases, in a solo fashion; they do 
so, in many instances, in cooperative ventures 
with other local institutions and groups.

The public library’s response to new 
Americans has had to overcome numer-
ous issues—not the least of which is funding. 
Excluding funding—at this point—challenges 
to an appropriate response include:

Ascertaining the population to be served and 
determining the services to be offered—as 
well as developing evaluative measures.
Determining that ethnic programming leads 
to increased use of library resources.
Insuring that the provision of computer access 
to the Internet is not seen as an end in itself.
Prioritizing outreach within always con-
strained funding.
Recruiting and retaining bilingual staff in a 
highly competitive labor market.
“Convincing” current staff that service to 
new Americans is essential to the library’s 
mission.
Developing the outreach “brand.”
Securing collections in world languages.11

Despite the challenges previously enumer-
ated, Virginia’s public libraries now offer an 
array of programs and services designed to 
meet the unique needs of the new Virginian. 
These endeavors can be grouped into six broad 
categories:

 
1. Access to the Internet
2. Conversation groups
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3. Hosting literacy efforts
4. Specific language programs
5. Cooperative ventures with ethnic  

 organizations
6. Acquiring materials in non-English  

 languages

Perhaps the most popular service utilized 
by all public library customers is access to the 
Internet. The Pew Charitable indicates that 98 
percent of the country’s public libraries provide 
this access. In Fairfax County there are more 
than 60,000 Internet sessions each month.

A large proportion of these sessions through-
out the state are initiated by new Americans. 
What do they do on line? They stay in touch 
with their country of origin by accessing news-
papers. They complete school assignments. They 
prepare resumes and research work opportuni-
ties. The uses are as varied as the individuals at 
the terminal.

The unique aspect of this use is that the 
public library is the only entity in most towns and 
counties that offers this service and offers it at no 
charge. Internet usage and percentage of pen-
etration of residents connected to the Internet is 
tied directly to a community’s income levels and 
ethnicity. For many residents, their only option 
for Internet access is the public library. 

The importance of this access is compounded 
by the rapid movement of many federal, state, 
and local agencies to require access to their ser-
vices only through the Internet.

Many public libraries provide language 
instruction in the use of computers. The Pulaski 
Public Library is one such system, offering com-
puter classes in Spanish.

In offering access to the Internet, Virginia’s 
public libraries provide an incredibly important 
service for all of their residents—and particularly 
so for the new American. In doing so, they dem-
onstrate what an important asset the library is to 
the community.

While the entire community is able to 
employ Internet access services, conversation 
groups are a major service response to the new 
American. Conversation groups are generally 
informal meetings with a leader who offers 
a guided discussion designed to improve the  
participants’ use of English. They meet at a 
regular time each week and continue as long  
as there is a nucleus of students who attends 
the sessions.

The Prince William County Public Library 
offers a series of Conversation Clubs. Various 
languages are “taught” in branches throughout 
the system.

Hosting community organizations has long 
been a traditional role of the public library. A 
new twist on this basic function is the variety 
of organizations who provide services to new 
Americans and who are hosted by the public 
library. The library itself does not offer the pro-
gram; rather, it provides space and publicity to 
support the program.

The Virginia Beach Public Library, the 
Meherrin Regional Library, and the Rockbridge 
Regional Library—to name a few—support 
ESOL programs in their communities. ESOL is 
funded by the local school system. Tutor training 
of ESL tutors is supported by the Pulaski Public 
Library as well.

Non-English library programming is 
another major response to the new American. 
The Jefferson-Madison Regional Library spon-
sors Club Read. This is a weekly program 
designed to assist school age children for whom 
English is a second language. Club Read partici-
pants practice English and employ the library’s 
resources to help with homework. 

Loudoun County Public Library pres-
ents bilingual story times. They also created 
Clicks With Culture—a program for teens that 
addresses racial stereotypes. 

Shenandoah County Public Library has 
established the Kinder Club. Meeting once a 
week at one of its branches, the Kinder Club 
emphasizes early learning and pre-literacy activi-
ties in a group setting. Parents and children 
attend. It is aimed at non-English speakers. 

The Hampton Public Library offers Spanish 
language MotherRead/FatherRead classes. 
MotherRead/FatherRead is a literacy program 
in which children and their parents learn the 
importance of reading and literacy.

Cooperative ventures with ethnic associ-
ations in the community are a fifth major 
response. Cooperative ventures and partnerships 
with community organizations is one of the fast-
growing trends in public library outreach.

A myriad of such cooperative ventures with 
ethnic associations are in place. The Fairfax 
County Public Library has joined with represen-
tatives of the Vietnamese and Korean associations 
to sponsor the acquisition of materials and to cel-
ebrate cultural holidays. Loudoun County Public 
Library established a partnership with LaVoz—
the County’s largest Hispanic/Latino group.

Collection development is a major public 
library function. This is the process and proce-
dures that determine the items to be included 
in the collection. As the public library’s collec-
tion of materials is a major asset, its use must  
be maximized.

The most  
popular service  

by all library  
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The collection must also ref lect the inter-
ests and the needs of the entire collection. Thus 
many public library systems face the challenge 
of adding titles to the collection that are not in 
English.

This is a difficult but vital task. Unlimited 
book budgets do not exist. Thus the system has 
to establish purchasing priorities that as much as 
possible allow the collection to ref lect its com-
munity of users. 

Selections are made in four broad categories 
to support new American interests:

1. Resources relating to the root culture of  
the immigrants, with special attention to recent 
changes in their culture

2. Survival skills; general information of 
value to new immigrants and materials to sup-
port formal and informal educational programs

3. Intellectual attitudes: accounts of the 
experience of group members in the United 
States and creative writing by members of the 
group; and

4. Political attitudes; discussion of the future 
of the group in the United States

Virginia’s public libraries are certainly not 
the only game in town when the subject is 
responding to immigrant needs. Most town, 
county or city agencies will have direct and/or 
indirect service contact.

What is unique, however, about the role of 
the public library, is its wide range of services 
and programs, its continued commitment to 
provide quality services to all in its customer 
base, and its ability to respond without signifi-
cant increases in its operating budgets.

They have been able to do so by partner-
ing with other county and city agencies. They 
have formed alliances with ethnic organizations. 
And they have sought—and secured—federal 
and state grant funds to underwrite aspects of 
their portfolio of programs aimed at the new 
American.

It appears that Virginia’s public librar-
ies have come full circle—in a historical 
sense—when one understands the reasons for  

their initial establishment and the creation of  
the public policy dictating that they receive  
public support. 12 
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