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Prologue
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Mark Taylor, left, with the High Point Public Library, points out 
the garden beds in the library’s teaching garden at Food 
Security Fund press announcement.

(April 22, 2021) HIGH POINT, North 
Carolina — “The Greater High Point 
Food Alliance awarded more than 
$58,400 in Food Security Fund grants 
to 17 local nonprofits. The awards 
[were announced] Thursday during a 
press conference at the High Point 
Public Library teaching garden, one of 
the grant recipients.” 
https://www.hpenews.com/news/local-nonprofits-get-food-security-
grants/article_8ee90295-b9e8-544c-ba33-00a2275b7688.html

https://www.hpenews.com/news/local-nonprofits-get-food-security-grants/article_8ee90295-b9e8-544c-ba33-00a2275b7688.html


Opening dialogue
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Up to now, what have been your 
experiences working with 
public libraries or librarians around 
food and food-related initiatives, 
of any sort? 
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Americans love (and fund) 
libraries for three reasons:
1. Transformative potential 

of reading
2. Useful nature of 

information
3. Community building 

capacity of public space
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https://news.gallup.com/poll/284009/library-
visits-outpaced-trips-movies-2019.aspx

https://news.gallup.com/poll/284009/library-visits-outpaced-trips-movies-2019.aspx
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American Library Association. 
(2018). From awareness to 
funding: Voter perceptions and 
support of public libraries in 
2018. https://bit.ly/2RKJSU4

https://bit.ly/2RKJSU4


PUBLIC LIBRARIES

• 17,000 public library locations, 9,000 administrative entities 
• e.g. Chicago Public Library is 1 entity with over 70 branch locations

• ca. 90% of funding is from local sources
• Administration

• Municipal government – 53%
• County or parish government – 10%
• Library district/independent taxing authority – 15%
• Non-profit – 14%

LetsMoveInLibraries.org
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Presentation Notes
 
There are roughly 17,000 public library locations organized under about 9,000 administrative entities--so Chicago Public Library, for instance, is one administrative entity with more than 70 locations.
Public libraries are hyperlocal institutions, with local governing or advisory boards and receiving 86% of their funding from local revenue sources.
Public libraries are organized in several different ways, with the majority (53%) organized as a unit of municipal government. Another 10% are organized as a unit of county or parish government; 15% are library districts, usually with independent taxing authority; and 14% are organized as non-profit entities.
Some states have most or all libraries organized by one type of legal basis, as in Maryland and Wyoming in which all the libraries are organized at the county level, or Indiana, in which all libraries are organized as districts, but most states contain a mix of types.
 
The key source here is table five from the IMLS Public Library Survey, which also provides breakdowns by state: https://www.imls.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/fy2018_pls_tables.pdf
Also PLA has recently created a new data section of our web site which breaks down IMLS data so libraries can compare themselves.
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Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. (2017). 
Achieving Health Equity: Fun and Fitness in a 
library parking lot. 
https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/features/achieving-health-equity.html

Shared use of the library: An emerging model

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another way we can promote DEI while also promoting healthy living is by embracing the shared use of the library – example from Monterey Park, CA – learn more at RWJF website

https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/features/achieving-health-equity.html
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Shared use: Outside
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Think outside as well -> libraries with community gardens sprouting up around the country – two examples from North Carolina
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Shared use: Inside
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Presentation Notes
Let’s change the culture of food systems in America – land of plenty but many go hungry



Emerging model: Summer meals
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https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED477635.pdf

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED477635.pdf


Summer meals Total library meal sites in USDA SFP was 2,018 in 2019. 
1,483 in 2021. Source: USDA

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Michigan



Food education through partnerships
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Continuing partnerships during COVID-19
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During COVID times sharing the library as a public space to distribute food to those who need it – food bank
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Community Health and Wellness: Small and Rural 
Library Practices, Perspectives, and Programs

Geographic distribution of the research team, advisory board,
and public libraries participating in the research

Graphic Credit: Ginny Schneider, Abbie Rose, Rebecca 
Floyd

Ellen L. Rubenstein & Susan K. Burke 

Noah Lenstra
Christine D’Arpa

This project was made possible in part by the Institute of Museum and 
Library Services, lg-18-19-0015-19

HEAL (Healthy Eating and Active Living) at the 
Library via Co-Developed Programming 

Geographic distribution of case study communities

Noah Lenstra

This project was made possible in part by the Institute of Museum and 
Library Services, RE-246336-OLS-20



Methods: Food-specific partnerships
• Three rural communities 
• 19 semi-structured interviews with public librarians and 

partners, recorded in-person or Zoom from Dec. 2019 to 
Nov. 2020

• Interviewees include: 
Library directors (5), Other librarians (5), School Nutrition 
Services (2), Extension agents (2), and (all 1) Boys & Girls 
Club, Health Department, Health Foundation, Parks & 
Recreation, Food Bank 

• Open coding for themes – exploratory analysis



Findings

Community 
Collaboration

Daily 
Efforts of 
Library 
Staff

Reaching 
Audiences



Findings: Community Collaboration, Partner POV

“If we need something accomplished, or [if] we need to fall 
back on somebody, the library is always there: 
They can offer a program we won't be able to [offer]. 
They have the ability to reach out. 
There is a pervasive sense in the community, that if we 
need something done as it concerns health initiatives or 
programs, they [the library] will always, always have the 
back of the department.” 



Findings: Community Collaboration, Librarian POV

“There is a community garden in town … They're struggling. 
They don't have a lot of resources, and this grant project will 
help them establish their garden to where it needs to be for us 
[the library] to offer these [health] classes. 
They're going to be one of our partners on this project. We 
have been talking with them about what they need … to be 
successful, for them to be in a position to be able to offer the 
foundation, or the infrastructure, to offer these classes” 



Findings: Reaching audiences, Partner POV

“COVID changed things a little bit. But typically, [the 
library] will run the Summer Food Program, and then 
move right into an after-school program, [offering] suppers 
…. We thought [this expansion of summer meals] was a 
great opportunity because it provided more opportunity for 
kids to get a larger portion, but also a good nutritious 
meal, no matter what they got when they went home [after 
school].” 



Findings: Reaching audiences, Librarian POV

“We had to totally revamp our summer reading program 
this year …. What we did was put together kits for the 
families to take home: Craft kits. The Market Bucks were 
in that kit, and I usually included a recipe that the family 
could make together. Each family gets five Market Bucks 
per child – it's basically a little business card – and then 
they can use that at the Farmers Market or the Fresh 
Food Van for fresh vegetables and things like that.”



Findings: Daily efforts, Partner POV

“But [the librarian] kind of ignited something within me. 
[She showed me] that ‘Hey, libraries can do this thing!’ 
That was the first ‘light-bulb-going-off’ [moment], when I 
heard her talk [about what librarians do] …. 
That was the first time I thought, ‘Wow, you know, we 
could probably do more [with the library], because people 
trust the library.’”



Findings: Daily efforts, Librarian POV

“[The role of librarians is] encouraging children and 
families to improve their lives as best they can. 
I mean really and truly, whether it's through reading, 
whether it's through finding new information about 
parenting, connecting them with resources in the 
community. 
It's really [all] about helping them improve themselves and 
their situation.”



Discussion: Limitations and next steps

• This research focuses on the back-end: Th behind-the-
scenes community collaboration that enables rural 
librarians to participate in community food systems

• More needed on outcomes from these partnerships
• More needed to assess how widespread these 

partnerships have become, and how they compare 
across geographies



FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
• What have you heard that is new to you? 
• What do you think is needed to better understand this topic?
• What do you think is needed to better integrate public 

libraries into community food systems research and policy?

Other ideas? Share them in the chat window.
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Thank you!

Noah Lenstra  
Assistant Professor of Library and 

Information Science at University of 
North Carolina at Greensboro

lenstra@uncg.edu  
@NoahLenstra

Nicole Peritore
Assistant Professor of Kinesiology at 

Augusta University, Georgia
nperitore@augusta.edu 

@nicoleperitore1
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