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When I started library school in the fall of 2002, I was employed with a Minneapolis nonprofit that serves homeless people. In November 2002, Blaise Cronin, the then-dean of the Indiana University Information Science program, penned a column for Library Journal. It was titled “What a Library Is Not.” He wrote:

A library is not a community masturbation center. A library is not a porn parlor. A library is not a refuge for the homeless. A library is not a place in which to defecate, fornicate, or micturate. A library is not a bathing facility. A library is not a dumping ground for latch-key children [1].
Cronin could not understand why anyone would criticize policies that forbid homeless people from bringing “bedrolls” and “bulky bags” into a library. He noted, 
I don't take big boxes when I visit Borders. I don't take bulky bags into the Tate Modern. This strikes me as an eminently reasonable ordinance … it's good old-fashioned common sense [2].
These are just a few of the statements he made about what he deemed “barnyard behavior.” A number of things in his article troubled me. Why were homeless people and latch-key kids associated with perpetrators of criminal acts like public masturbation? If someone has no private place to store personal possessions, wouldn’t you carry things around, of necessity, bulky or no? 
Last but not least, the column appeared at a time of year when nonprofits actively seek media attention for their clients’ struggles and solicit donations to maintain the services and programs they offer. National Hunger and Homelessness Awareness Week, for example, occurs during the middle of November.
Here was a person of influence within the library profession--the head of a respected academic program--making generalizations about poor people and complaining about what an ill-mannered and unmanageable bunch they were. 

Cronin closed his piece by quoting Emma Lazarus’ poem that begins, “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses--” but he stated, 
This extraordinary invitation is, of course, found on the Statue of Liberty, and it is there--not above the porticos of America's public libraries--
that it should remain [3].
Letters of response published in subsequent Library Journal issues supported Cronin’s sentiments by a ratio of 3:1.
About ALA Policy 61

American Library Association Policy 61, “Library Services for the Poor,” was adopted by ALA in 1990. It was drafted by Sandy Berman and his Minnesota Library Association colleagues--specifically, by the Minnesota Social Responsibilities Round Table (MSRRT). 
The “Poor People’s Policy,” as it is also known, outlines fifteen principles for creating more inclusive libraries. The task force I presently coordinate was founded to promote these principles and attention to poverty [4]. 
I see a lot of interest in poverty issues expressed at the state level, and I am glad that the Wisconsin Library Association sponsored today’s discussion. A national organization may be unsuited to deliver a framework that proves equally useful to librarians in Baltimore, or Biloxi, or Baraboo. 
The challenges and opportunities are different from state to state, from urban metropolis to rural county. But that’s where each librarian, with his or her energy and local knowledge, steps in.

Five Actions for Engaging Low-Income People

1.
Look beyond income level to understand deprivation.
In the United States, hardship is largely defined by a single indicator--household income. In 2005, the poverty threshold for a four-person, two-child family was just shy of $20,000. 
Experts and academics on both sides of the political divide argue over the methods used to calculate the “poverty line,” the limitations of a one-size-fits-all formula, and what the resulting numbers mean--too often, what it means about the national economy as opposed to individual suffering.
For instance, a family living on $20,000 in New York City or San Francisco is likely to face significantly higher housing costs and other basic expenses than if they were living in Appleton or Oshkosh, Wisconsin. And what if that same family was $1 or $100 or $1000 over the established poverty line? Are their circumstances likely to be much different? 
Current poverty-measurement tools are undoubtedly outdated. But scrutinizing someone’s tax filings seems a decidedly limited way to understand their daily difficulties. 
In the European Union, and particularly Great Britain, governments have begun to view inequality through the lens of “social exclusion.” Nearly ten years ago, the British government formally established the Social Exclusion Unit, headed by a deputy prime minister. The SEU (now called the Social Exclusion Task Force) describes social exclusion in this way:
Social exclusion is about more than income poverty. It is a short-hand term for what can happen when people or areas have a combination of linked problems, such as unemployment, discrimination, poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime and family breakdown. These problems are linked and mutually reinforcing. Social exclusion is an extreme consequence of what happens when people don't get a fair deal throughout their lives, often because of disadvantage they face at birth, and this disadvantage can be transmitted from one generation to the next [5].
British libraries, among other public institutions, have been directly involved in social exclusion initiatives. One important early study conducted by library professionals, called “Open for All?,” concluded that libraries were providing only “‘passive’ access” tailored to existing library users.
In order to meet the government’s new expectations for reaching excluded groups, significant changes would be necessary. David Muddiman, one of the contributors to the study, described the project in this way:

Social exclusion … relates not simply to a lack of material resources, but also to matters like inadequate social participation, lack of cultural and educational capital, inadequate access to services and lack of power. In other words, the idea of social exclusion attempts to capture the complexity of powerlessness in modern society rather than simply focusing on one of its outcomes [such as poverty] [6].
2.
Focus on the causes of social exclusion, not just symptoms.
Picture a vulnerable person or group in your community who fits the description of powerless, as Muddiman describes. What’s the root cause of this condition? 

Bonnie Lewis is one of the few U.S. sociologists to study the concept of social exclusion and also its application to rural development in the U.S. She makes some critical points:

Social exclusion is not simply a result of “bad luck” or personal inadequacies, but rather a product of flaws in the system that create disadvantages for certain segments of the population … Everybody does not start the race at the same place. The consequences of such uneven distribution of wealth and power create barriers for those at the bottom of the socioeconomic structure.
For example, a poor rural college student, who must drive to school in undependable transportation, work many hours in an outside job, and support family members, cannot achieve, on average, with the ease of another student possessing resources that allow more time and energy for academic activities [7].
Right now, 51% of the uninsured are $2,000 or more in medical debt. This is a burden, created by our existing healthcare system, that is unique to low-income people [8]. 
Right now, people earning less than $25,000 per year are six times more likely to be audited than people making over $200,000. This is a burden, created by the IRS and the current federal regime, that is unique to low-income people [9]. 

Right now, as libraries face limited or diminishing public funding, fees and fines represent alternative revenue. This is a burden, created by citizen voters, public administrators, and librarians, that demonstrably bars low-income users from library access.

In each of these examples, deliberate decisions are made by those in power--decisions that perpetuate disadvantage for low-income people. 
3.
Remove barriers that alienate socially excluded groups.
Annette DeFaveri is the National Coordinator of the Working Together Project, a community-building initiative she helped launch at the Vancouver Public Library. DeFaveri was honored this year as one of Library Journal’s “Movers and Shakers,” and published an article that every librarian should read: “Breaking Barriers: Libraries and Socially Excluded Communities.” 
“Breaking Barriers” describes a variety of factors that intimidate, alienate, and otherwise discourage socially excluded segments of the community. They are “subtle and insidious, and are ingrained in library culture.” A few samples: 

Highly charged and high-volume teens often feel the atmosphere of many libraries is too restrictive and that collections are out of step with their interests. 
Immigrants and refugees may be accustomed to visiting and socializing in public places but confront an institutional culture that has too long emphasized silence over conversation.
With regard to working class people, DeFaveri notes,
For many working class adults the library is as foreign an institution as a university or museum. Even relatively well-off working class people may not have a tradition of library use and so may feel that their lives, their values, and their concerns are not reflected in the culture of the library. What they do feel is the library’s culture of authority and deference … For them the library’s culture mystifies information and the process of acquiring information [10].
According to the author, how we interact one-on-one with new patrons can make a profound difference. How do you rate the “hospitality” of your registration process? That initial point of contact, that first detailed exchange, can have a lasting impression. How complicated are your procedures? 
Do you offer a welcoming orientation or a bureaucratic exchange?  Do you work side by side with people? Can patrons sit down when they come to you for information? How well do you accommodate visitors? 
DeFaveri says, “Working side by side … highlights the library’s teaching and instructional role without emphasizing the differences between those who know how the library functions [and those who don’t]” [11].
It’s important to remember that a library is just one resource in a continuum of community services. Experiences with other institutions and agencies influence how people regard the library:

Poverty, mental and physical illnesses, limited education, and refugee status are just some of the conditions that shape the lives of socially excluded people and inform their perceptions of community services. Each of these conditions can engender suspicion of authority, isolation, and non-participation. Often these conditions are reinforced by degrading and alienating encounters with other institutional community agencies [12].
Think of your worst experience at the department of motor vehicles or other government agency. Then consider how the limitations DeFaveri lists further complicate such experiences.
4.
Get out of the library and get to know people.
I believe there is a growing interest in a community-building approach to library service. This represents an alternative to the ways we have typically conducted “outreach.”
According to DeFaveri and her colleague Sandra Singh, existing library service models favor inputs like collection use statistics, user surveys, demographics, comment cards, etc. Library staff combine and assess all this data, which ultimately informs services and programs created internally [13].
Too often we try to independently identify what people need. With socially excluded groups, deficiencies become our primary focus. And this exclusive focus creates new barriers. As John Kretzmann and John McKnight from the Institute for Policy Research have explained:

Much of the funding directed to lower income communities … is based on the problem-oriented data collected in “needs surveys,” a practice emulated by government human service agencies … 
Because the needs-based strategy can guarantee only survival, and can never lead to serious change or community development, this orientation must be regarded as one of the major causes of the sense of hopelessness that pervades discussions about the future [14].
Kretzmann and McKnight suggest that a more effective approach to solving problems--for our purposes social exclusion--requires attention to capacities, not deficiencies. They say a community development approach should be asset-based, internally focused, and relationship driven. In the simplest terms, library staff must:

a) recognize that socially excluded groups have assets--unique skills, personal experience, perspective, and wisdom;
b) allow people to “set the agenda” by verbalizing their own needs and potential remedies;
c)  “build and rebuild relationships between and among local residents, local associations, and local institutions” [15].
Conversation--and, more important, listening--is used to find out what socially excluded groups require. Then, librarians and community members plan services collaboratively based on personal interactions. 
In May 2006, the Porter County (Indiana) Public Library inadvertently confirmed the value of relationships and collaboration. PCPL decided to bar children in homeless shelters from obtaining library cards. Administrators cited loss of materials as the root motivation. 
Because this policy generated negative public reaction, the library reversed itself several weeks later. Ultimately, the assistant director apologized to shelter representatives who attended a follow-up meeting. He acknowledged that the library should have consulted with them … and, obviously, with shelter residents as well.
5.
Understand that charity is not dignity; dignity is inclusion.
Much of what I have covered here speaks more to adopting a particular attitude and perspective rather than implementing specific service-level actions that benefit low-income people. But without the right attitude and perspective--call it vision--there will always be a disconnect between saying we serve everyone equally and actually doing so. And as Annette DeFaveri notes, socially excluded groups understand the difference. 

The promise of the social exclusion/social inclusion framework is that we don’t have to dwell on one particular aspect of a person or community--their income, age, gender, race, ability level--but simply on the fact that many people are forced to live on the margins and cannot participate in society as equals. Remedies are rarely immediate or easy, but libraries are well-equipped to do more and better.
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