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Ripped from the headlines

LetsMoveInLibraries.org

“According to Library Director Gail 
Santy, the library will use the 
grant money to provide fresh fruit 
and vegetables to employees 
through a grocery store gift card 
for $20 each month in 2022. 
Fresh produce is part of the 
library’s Fuel Up for Work and Play 
health and wellness initiative, 
which focuses on caring for each 
employee as a whole person and 
not just during work hours.”
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Who am I and why am I here?
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History
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In the 1890’s Los Angeles city 
librarian “hoped the library could 
begin loaning more than books; 
she pictured a storeroom of tennis 
racquets, footballs ... ‘the whole 
paraphernalia of healthy, 
wholesome amusement that is 
out of the reach of the average 
boy and girl’” (p. 127)



History

LetsMoveInLibraries.org

A California librarian stated 
in an oral history that, “It was 
a fairly common sight . . . to 
see librarians in Levis and 
other suitable garb at work 
on their spring garden in the 
library’s back yard” (p. 4) 
during World War II
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WHAT ARE OUR GOALS FOR TODAY?

• Talk about public health and how you may 
already be supporting it at your library
• Talk about how you may be able to strategically 
work with partners to support public health
• This is the start of a conversation: 
Let’s keep talking!

https://www.webjunction.org/events/webjunction/public-libraries-and-public-
health-partners.html 

https://www.webjunction.org/events/webjunction/public-libraries-and-public-health-partners.html
https://www.webjunction.org/events/webjunction/public-libraries-and-public-health-partners.html
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What steps will we take to get there?

1. Start (or extend) the conversation about 
public health and YOUR public library

2. Start strategizing ways you and your library can 
get in the mix of community health
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What do you think of when you 
hear the term “public health”?
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Here is what 
I think of

[There was a session on 
this at this public library 
program at year’s 
American Public Health 
Association Conference]



The StoryWalk® story
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From the beginning, it was all about partnerships (and health):

“Blue Cross Blue Shield of Vermont contributed 
$4410 for the StoryWalk program during its first 
year [2007]”

Health + Libraries + Outdoor Recreation 



Librarians = 
Trusted Models
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“[When] the book bike comes, 
people are reminded that we have a 
bike trail system that allows the 
library to come see us using their 
bike. 
Having a librarian ride their book 
bikes: They're wearing their bicycling 
gear - really helps remind the public 
that everybody can be healthy” Head 
of Main Street Organization
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ABMSfiozfjg 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ABMSfiozfjg






Welcome Day-Spring 2020

LetsMoveInLibraries.org

Just as public health leaders are challenged to 
become chief health strategists,

Public library leaders are challenged to 
become community access and equity 
strategists

In both cases, we do this work through 
collaboration and engagement in networks
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Where does your library fit in?

Given this new understanding of 
public health, how would you say 
your public library already contributes 
to public health outcomes?



Taking care of ourselves
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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

Project website: 
https://letsmovelibraries.org/about-us/heal/ 

https://letsmovelibraries.org/about-us/heal/


Research
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Semi-Structured interviews with individuals from organizations that have worked with public 
librarians on community-based Healthy Eating and Active Living initiatives 

 # Interviews
Library front-lines 44
Library leadership 25
Total 69

Grant # RE-246336-OLS-20



My findings

Partner evolution in thoughts about public libraries

• Stage 1: Library => Book Repository
• Stage 2: Library => Trusted Resource 

(Always there, people turn to them, stable, trusted:
Space to use for food distribution, programs, meetings, etc.)

• Stage 3: Librarian => Partner 
(We work together to figure out what to do)

• [IT STARTS WITH A CONVERSATION!]
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WHY PARTNER WITH LIBRARIES?

DIVERSE 
COLLECTIONS IN 
MANY FORMATS

COMPUTERS WITH 
INTERNET, ONLINE 

RESOURCES

KNOWLEDGEABLE 
STAFF

INTERGENERATION
AL PROGRAMS/ 

SERVE ALL AGES

STRATEGIES 
BUILDING ON 
SCIENTIFIC 
EVIDENCE 

STRONG 
PARTNERSHIPS 

WITH COMMUNITY 
ORGANIZATIONS 

REACH TO FAMILIES 
MOST AT RISK

LOCATION, 
LOCATION, 

LOCATION (AND 
FACILITIES)



Getting into the mix

Imagine you are “pitching your public 
library as a public health partner” – 

What are some of the things you would 
say about what you bring to the table?

LetsMoveInLibraries.org
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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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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
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“Libraries often are the de facto senior 
centers of our growing - and aging - 
communities. The Marion Public Library 
embraces this role through program 
design, community feedback, and 
strategic partnerships. In addition to 
"traditional" library programming, the 
library works to meet the nutritional and 
social needs of seniors through 
twice-weekly congregate meals as well 
as a monthly mobile food pantry visit.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AxRh9UmHxz8 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AxRh9UmHxz8


https://www.usaging.org/ 

https://www.usaging.org/


Watch it at https://www.viddler.com/v/1dda2331 

https://www.viddler.com/v/1dda2331
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Where it could lead



Getting into the mix
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In Portland, Oregon, 
Bureau of Transport 
teams up w/ 
Multnomah County 
Library for Bike 
Lane Art Design 
Contest -  could 
easily be applied to 
crosswalks, etc. 
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StoryWalk® in 
Charlotte, North 
Carolina
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Into the mix
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In New Haven CT 
Department of 
Transportation, Traffic 
& Parking "kicked off 
the 'Safe Streets for All' 
program last June with 
planning sessions at 
various public library 
branches" 
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How would you characterize your 
library’s current efforts to 
“get into the mix” of community and 
regional efforts to improve public 
health?



Getting started
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How and why were the relationships started?
• Geographical proximity
• Library known as central hub
• Community coalitions
• Intermediaries connect library

and health department
• Plant the seed!!!



Getting started
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Based on the information presented today, as you work to prioritize your 
next steps some action items may include the following:
∙ Facilitating conversations among your library staff, board, or Friends of 

the Library about public health, and the roles public libraries can play as 
partners
∙ Assessing how your library may already support public health, and 

developing talking points unique to your library about how you see 
yourself as a public health partner.
∙ Reaching out to new potential partners, including hospitals, health 

departments, SNAP-Ed IA’s, extension agents, community colleges, etc.



Learn more





Stay tuned for more!



FOR DISCUSSION
• In your community, what stands in the way of partnerships?

• What have you heard that is new to you? 
• Is there anything you would like to experiment with from this 

presentation?
• What support would you need to commit to the experiment?
• What is your first step?

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

@LetsMoveLibrary

http://letsmovelibraries.org/


