ABLE Module #1

Public Library Governance and Board Relations


Teaching Aid #9

LIBRARY POLICIES

Policies are the rules and the principles that guide the operation and the use of the library. They are required by Commissioner’s regulations as part of the public library minimum standards. The library board is responsible for creating such policies, reviewing and revising them, and ultimately enforcing them with the assistance of the library staff.  Policies must be clearly written and understandable.
All policies should be accompanied by a process by which the board can respond to public comments or complaints. 

It is a good idea to categorize the library’s policies into internal (such as personnel, disaster planning, etc.) and external (dealing with the public).  These areas can be further broken down to suit your library’s particular organizational structure.  There are many good resources for policy development, especially your public library system.

In general, the library should have carefully written policy statements in at least the following areas as well as a policy for periodic review of policies:

· Hours and days of operation

· Lending rules and procedures

· Confidentiality of library records

· Collection development and weeding

· Acceptable patron behavior

· Unattended children policy and procedures

· Acceptable use of the Internet and electronic resources

· Use of meeting rooms, exhibits, and display space

· Emergency procedures (i.e.: building evacuation, flood control, etc.)

· Patron complaints

· Procedure for challenges to library materials

· Censorship

· Non-resident use

Policy Development

Policy development and policy revision often involve major decisions and considerable philosophical reflection. Adequate time to discuss and assess policy options and ramifications must be allowed. While trustees alone have the legal authority to make policy, experience shows that the process works best when the library director and other key staff are closely involved. The staff has an important role in researching options, drafting recommendations, and presenting them to the board for discussion and approval.

When establishing new policy the director should provide the Board with sufficient information to discuss the issue with confidence. This should include:

· a statement of the condition or problem that requires policy consideration;

· a statement describing how a policy would contribute to the accomplishment of the library's goals and objectives;

· a list of existing policies related to or affected by the proposed policy;

· a list of the policy options available, with appropriate analysis (including effects of enforcing the policy, legal ramifications, and costs to resources, facilities, and staff);

· a recommendation, accompanied by appropriate rationale for changes in any existing policies.

When any existing policy is under evaluation, ask if it is:

· in compliance with all laws and regulations;

· consistent with the library's mission, goals, and plans;

· consistent with the Library Bill of Rights and the Freedom to Read Statement;

· complete, clearly written, and easily understandable;

· in the best interest of the community at large, devoid of politics, prejudice, or favoritism;

· easily enforceable without undue burden on the library staff;

· designed to maximize library services and access for the greatest number of users.

Copies of the policy manual must also be housed in the library and easily accessible by the staff and public. The Director is responsible for instructing the staff about the policies that affect their work and assuring that they understand the rationale behind the policies.  Staff members are usually the ones on the front lines when a policy question arises and it is essential that they are able to explain those policies to the public in a clear and effective manner.

Sample Policies

These websites offer a variety of sample policies that may be amended for local use.  Check with your library system for policies from your region as well.

http://www.owlsweb.info/L4L/policies.asp#sample
http://winslo.state.oh.us/publib/policies.html
http://www.mrsc.org/subjects/infoserv/publiclib/libpolicy.aspx?r=1
http://www.cmrls.org/policies/
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