
Takin It to the Streets
Look to your fellow librarians for great outreach ideas

By Bret N. Christensen
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Carleton College’s Laurence McKinley Gould Library in
Northfield, Minnesota, puts a comic book twist on the
traditional business card. 

(continued on page 38)

I mention this because the other day I was talking
with a fellow multi-hat librarian who was looking 
for new and inventive ways to bring people into 
her law library and increase street credibility in the
community. I suggested that instead of looking to
reinvent the wheel, why not take cues from libraries
(not just law libraries) around the country and other
online resources to see what great things have already
been done?

For instance, each spring the Riverside County
Law Library (RCLL) hosts a free tax preparation
service for community residents. As it turns out, 
the Riverside Public (city) Library also offers tax
preparation assistance. While this may appear to 
be a duplication of services, as long as the tax code
remains confusing there will always be an endless
supply of people who need help doing their taxes.
Because no one institution can handle every request
for help, everyone benefits as we are all able to reach
out to the public and build goodwill for our
individual institutions in the community. 

A while back I was interested in creating
podcasts. I didn’t know where to start and wanted 
to see examples. Wouldn’t you know it, there are two
West Coast law libraries that are doing podcasts in a
big way. Seattle’s King County Law Library has many
examples of podcasts that are easy to download, fun
to listen to (that’s right, fun!), and easily located by
navigating their attractive Web site at www.kcll.
org/aboutus/publications/podcasts/index.html. 

Another great podcasting example comes 
from the Sacramento County Public Law Library
(SCPLL). Public Services Librarian Mareth Wilson
notes that the podcasts at the SCPLL are new 
and, like everything new, off to a slow start. When
creating a podcast, the hardest thing to come up with
is probably the script. Mareth says that ideas for their
scripts come from “articles we write for the court
newsletter under the running title Everyday Law.
The articles are teased with a first paragraph in the

newsletter that is broadcast to all court staff. The
paragraph then links over to our own Web page,”
providing access to the general public. The SCPLL’s
podcasts can be heard at http://66.60.169.65/pages/
podcasts.aspx.

Thinking about creating or redesigning an old
research guide? One need go no further than the 
San Diego County Public Law Library (SDCPLL).
Located at www.sdcpll.org/guides.htm, the SDCPLL’s
online collection is chock full of guides covering
topics from Accessing California Briefs Online to
Writ of Administrative Mandamus.

Another fresh outreach tool and alternative to the
traditional business card is a librarian trading card. 
Two sources for ideas include the Laurence McKinley
Gould Library at http://apps.carleton.edu/campus/
library/help/help/liaisons/cards/ and the Williams
College Libraries at http://library.williams.edu/
trading-cards.php. Because trading cards are colorful
and eye-catching, they are less likely to be simply
discarded or left in a book. Cards display photos 
of librarians on the front with their features listed 
on the back, including superpowers, sidekicks,
vulnerabilities, sources of power, and contact
information. Reference and Instruction Librarian
Kristin Partlo at Laurence McKinley Gould Library
noted that the cards act as a great referral tool. In
addition to giving the cards to students in research
classes and at the reference desk, university faculty are 
also encouraged to distribute them to their students. 

The Law Library for San Bernardino County 
has engaged in a novel approach to outreach by
partnering with the United Way using their 211
directory assistance service. Reference Librarian
George Carter stated that anytime someone uses the
211 service and needs legal information, 211 directs
him/her to the law library. To learn more about the
211 service or to see if you too can join and benefit
from a relationship with your local United Way
branch, visit http://211us.org/.

Have you ever noticed that most people who do public relations 

in libraries do not have advanced degrees in public relations? 

As needs arise, common everyday reference librarians are

pressed into service, donning new hats to become the new “outreach

librarian” or “Web design librarian.” The fact is, most “outreach librarians”

are just ordinary people doing extraordinary work by designing brochures,

flyers, or Web sites, or engaging other tools of mass distribution.

p u b l i c  r e l a t i o n s
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