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How Library Trustees Can Harness 
Their Power for Good
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May 2025

My name is Kelly Jensen
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× Editor at Book Riot

× Author/Editor of 3 YA anthologies

× Former Illinois + Wisconsin public 
librarian

2024 Library Journal Mover & Shaker 

Chicagoan of the Year & Publishers Weekly 
Person of the Year in 2022 
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1.
A Library Origin 

Story
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What Calls You to 
Serve On Your 
Public Library 

Board of Trustees?
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Seeking public 
office or service

Interest in the public 
library
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Peterborough Public Library was the first publicly funded 
& tax supported library in the world, 1833.
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The First & Oldest State Library, too: 1717 8
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Books
Movies
Audiobooks
Technology
Internet
Storytime
Book Clubs

Reference Services
Programming
Access
Leisure Space
Study Rooms
Job Resources
Educational Tools

What IS a Public Library?
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A third space

A place for curiosity & inquiry

An institution meeting the educational and 
entertainment needs of a community

A center for civic engagement & democracy

The Public Library Is…
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What Libraries Are Up Against in 2025
● Loss of federal, state, & local funding

● Book censorship, both loud & quiet

● An ever-growing digital divide

● Staff stress, secondary trauma, compassion 
fatigue, and burnout

● Higher prices & poorer terms for digital 
resources

Authority Parading As Expertise

● Rampant mis- and dis- information

● Conspiracy theories & propaganda related 
to the library’s mission and purpose

● Artificial intelligence

● Becoming social support structures when 
funding to actual support services 
disappears 

Authority Expertise
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2. 
Surveying The Nation
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Community Library Network
A story of interpreting a state law to pursue an agenda
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Kootenai County, Idaho
× Community Library Network: 7 

library system on the Western 
border of Idaho 

× Does not include Coeur D’Alene, 
a different library system in the 
same county

Idaho House Bill 710: 
Parents/guardians can lodge complaints 

about materials they deem “inappropriate 
for minors.” 

Once a complaint has been filed, libraries 
have 60 days to relocate the material to a 
section that is only accessible to adults. 

If they do not comply, those parents or 
guardians can receive $250 in statutory 
damages from the library in question, 

alongside other financial relief for 
damages.
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× Two far-right trustees on board, 
with regular public comments about 
inappropriate books on shelves.

× Two trustee candidates interviewed 
by local Republicans, asked targeted 
questions about LGBTQ+ books 

17

× Local sheriff makes news stating 
community members tipped him 
off to 100s of books against 
Idaho law

× Grown adults protesting a long-
running Rainbow Club for teens; 
one arrested for trespassing & 
had weapons on him.
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"All's we're asking for doesn't 
call for banning of books, and it 
doesn't call for a restriction on 

what you can buy," [Sheriff] 
Norris said. "Only if it has sexual 
explicit content. It'd be in an area 

for 18 and over."
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× “Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion” stripped from 
website

× Board considers locking away material in a cabinet 
or room if deemed “inappropriate” for minors.

× Inability to budget leads to 13 layoffs 

21
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× 140 books being moved into a 
private room at one branch 
library; inaccessible to anyone 
under 18 without a parent.

23

× 17 additional books 
challenged for this “mature” 
section, including the Bible. 

× Ban on library acquiring future 
books on “abortion, police 
discrimination, drugs, gender 
identity, occult, racism, rape, 
suicide, violence, nontraditional 
families or lifestyle.”

× Age-restricted library cards 
(implemented in 2023) ban 
access to other consortia 
libraries.

24

“We don’t want minors to be able to get material from non-CLN libraries because they don’t 
have the Idaho law,” board member Tim Plass said. “That access never should have been given, 

in my opinion. But under 18, we have got to end those cards.”

“I’m going to protect minors, and therefore I’m not going to let minors have access to 
anywhere, including Washington state, including other libraries in Idaho that may not be as 

conservative as we are,” board member Tom Hanley said.

“I can’t believe that we are all right with having parents taking,” [Board Member] Ambrosetti 
said before stopping midsentence, “… under what? Under the guise that they know what’s 

best for their children? Forget that if you were at Pride in the Park 2½ years ago.”
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Millburn School district
A story of undermining the law to push political conspiracy theory
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Lake County, Illinois
× Far north suburban Chicagoland

× Two schools serving about 1,100 
students in K-8

Banning Book Bans
In 2023, Illinois became the first 

state to ban book bans. 

The law, applicable to both public 
and school libraries, ties a pool of 

state funding to having the Library 
Bill of Rights and Freedom to Read 
statements in collection policies. 
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× Annual state awards list voted on by 
Illinois students in grades 4-8.

× Honor earned for literary merit and 
appeal to tween readers.

× Libraries make 12 of 20 titles on a 
master list available; students need 
to read only 3 to vote.

27

× Encourages reading for 
pleasure among this age 
category

× An opportunity for public 
school and library 
collaboration.

× Librarians at elementary and middle school, alongside a district 
parent on the Caudill steering committee (also a librarian!) 
presented to Committee of the Whole about state award programs.

× Presentation highlighted the value of student-selected awards and 
the connection to windows, mirrors, and sliding glass doors*

× Board member asks if the presenters thought the list was “left 
leaning.” It was essential to be “neutral.”

28*A concept first described by Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop
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The Caudill @ Millburn
Student 

participation in the 
Caudill Awards at 

Millburn was 
voluntary.

30

“if you were to admit that it’s left culturally leaning 
both politically and culturally […] the list didn’t start 

out that way but over the years it has um and I don’t 
think we should have a list that we celebrate and 

promote that leans one way or the other. I think to 
celebrate something that leans one way or the other 

isn’t right and that’s that’s my opinion.”
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× Several minutes of argument 
among committee members about 
whether or not the list is “left 
leaning.”

× Initial complainant admits to not 
reading the books his son brought 
home . . . except one. 

31

March 2024 Continues

32

× Full school board meets one week 
later and the Caudill Awards are on 
the agenda

× Two hours of public comments from 
over 60 community members: do not 
end the program.

× Four board members vote to end 
program.

Reasons cited: 
× There’s no proof the list isn’t 

political

× PragerU has a good enough list of 
recommended books for this age 

× The vast majority of people in the 
room wanted the books on the list 
banned anyway.

31
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“Because who picks the books matters, there are certain areas 
of the state where one ideology is much more dominant than 

any other ideology,” board member John Lorentzen said. “So if 
you have 80 evaluators and 60 are from this part of the state 
where they have this philosophy and you have 20 from the rest 

of the state that have a different philosophy. Obviously, 
majority is going to rule and you’re going to see a tilt in that 

direction and that’s really the concern the board has.”

× The board meeting is packed with speakers again

× Two members propose compromise: parental permission 
slips to participate in the Caudill–proposal rejected.

× A second proposal made immediately after: reinstate the 
program fully–it passes

34
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“Just because a few people don’t want their kids to learn about 
that, or want to block that, doesn’t mean they have the right 

to dismantle curriculum they don’t agree with.”

““I think it’s really important for the community as a whole to 
keep an eye on what’s going on with this board And to hold 

them accountable.”

-- District parent and educator

Samuels Public Library
A story of a library board’s power being usurped. 

36

35

36



5/6/2025

19

37

Front Royal, Virginia
× Serves all of Warren County’s 41,000+ 

residents

× DMV Metro area

× A public/private partnership: County 
provides 70% of budget,  Samuels 
Library, Inc. (private nonprofit org) serves 
as board. 

× Trustees on board are appointed by 
current trustees; one County Supervisor 
serves as well

A Note About Virginia’s 
Legislation on Censorship

In 2024, an anti-book ban bill went 
through the Virginia General Assembly and 
was passed both in the House and Senate.

It was vetoed at Governor Glenn 
Youngkin’s desk. Youngkin campaigned on 

book banning during his last election.

× 53 members of St. John The Baptist 
Church launch “Clean Up Samuels.” 
The goal? Remove books they deem 
inappropriate from the library*

× The group submits over 800 
reconsideration forms and begins to 
threaten library funding

38

× The library and board are 
reviewing titles as quickly as 
possible–there are hundreds and 
none are meeting the removal 
threshold. 

× Group approaches Warren 
County Board of Supervisors, 
who elected to withhold 75% of 
library’s budget. 

*This is .13% of the total population of Warren County
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Summer & Fall 2023

39

× In August, the library director quits, 
tired of the harassment about books

× The library board has been given no 
explanation for how to get their 
allocated funds from the County. 

× Closure imminent October 1, 2023.

Compromise Reached:
× Library develops 2 levels of library 

card access

× Creates “new adult” section with 
books best for those 16+ and some 
challenged titles relocated here.

40

More About That Compromise

County Supervisors 
release funds to 

library following 
new library policies.

They Also tried to 
negotiate how many 
trustees they get to 

appoint to the 
library board.

This did not fly. Good through 2025.
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× Unhappy with the library’s refusal to 
move LGBTQ+ books, County 
Supervisors vote to give themselves 
more control over Samuels Public 
Library.

× Decision a result of one 
Commissioner’s report detailing 
necessity of a new board appointed 
by taxpayer representation.

43

× More “necessary to ensure fiscal 
responsibility and operational 
efficiency.”

× Another attempt to defund the 
library if not approved by June. 

× County Commissioners develop 
their own library oversight board, 
Warren County Library Board.

× Removes control of library from 
trustees and into the hands of 
county politicians.

44

× County Supervisors vote to not 
renew funding agreement with 
library.  Budget would expire in 
June.

43
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“Things were looking good for the Library’s future,” 
[Said resident Chip] Stewart. “But now, the trouble is 

returning.”

“It’s the Library of the Year. You guys tried to ban some 
gay books, got beat, now this. Everybody knows the 

truth. Let it be.” - Community Member and Library 
Advocate

A Few More Quick Stops

46

Rutherford County Library (TN) & 
Greenville County Library (SC) 

Bans on any books by or about trans and 
nonbinary people for anyone under 18.

Sumner County (TN) 
No one under 18 may enter adult book 

stacks in library

Alpena Public Library (MI)
Inclusion of LGBTQ+ books in library has 

led to a 2-year battle with 2 small groups, 
county commission.
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East Hamilton Public Library (IN)
At behest of the library board, all books 

in teen section needed to be “age 
appropriate.”

1000s of hours and dollars to review 
titles . . . only to discontinue when the 

board makeup changed.

A Few More Quick Stops

3. 
Choosing to Be a 

Superhero
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× Trustees–or the library–can’t be political.

× Things are fine at our library, so why worry?

× It’s our job to decide the day-to-day at the library. 

49

× Those eager to make 
libraries subject to one 
view of the world don’t 
hide their politics.

× Your funding is political

× Your community 
makeup is political

50

You are politically pro-library, a nonpartisan position.

49

50



5/6/2025

26

51

Things At Our Library Are Fine! 

Be Proactive

× Be prepared for 
possible attacks 
before they happen

× Protect your staff 
and property

KEEP TABS ON THE NEWS

× It might not be in your 
yard now, but it will be

× Know what other places 
are seeing so you can 
prepare policy and 
procedure. 

Ask: Are They *really*?

× Take a temperature 
of your staff and ask 
for pain points

× Empower your best 
assets to advocate

Be a model, not an example.

52

× Your job is to hire and 
encourage development of a 
competent director

× Your job is to listen to your 
whole community–not just the 
loudest or most powerful

× Trust your library’s staff to do 
their jobs. They’re experts–
empower them to be just 
that. 

× Be unabashedly pro-library 
and pro-YOUR library 
everywhere possible. 

Trustees marry Authority with Expertise.
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92% of parents 
report trusting 

librarians to 
select and 

recommend 
appropriate 

material.

96% of parents 
think libraries 

are safe spaces 
for their children.

90% of parents 
are comfortable 

letting their 
children select 

their own library 
materials.

53

85% of parents 
agree that 
librarians 

support lifelong 
learning 

83% of parents 
agree that 

librarians know 
the kinds of 

books kids will 
like

Parents state having 
many types of 

books and  
knowledgeable staff 

as most important 
library resources.
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Librarians rank in the top 5 most trusted professions.
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Metropolis, Illinois
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× In 2021, director hired and the 
library board heard tons of 
praise about her programming 
work

56

× But in 2023 and early 2024, things 
were not great–complaints from 
community members about 
director infusing her religious 
beliefs into programming.

× Trustees wanted answers from 
director about the removal of 
15,000 books. Director said it was 
to make room for programming.

× The children’s collection had 8 
versions of the Bible and 1 
Halloween book. 

55

56



5/6/2025

29

× January 2024: Local pastor and 
city council member tells 
followers to show up to the 
board meeting to stop Satanic 
influences.

57

× The board would be discussing 
policies related to Illinois’s anti-
book ban bill

× Director didn’t want to pass the 
policy, which was already in 
place but was adding a privacy 
clause. 

× Library board votes 6-2 to pass 
policy. 
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“There are grants we can get,” Baxter 
said, “where we don’t have to barter 

with Satan in order to get the funding.”

57
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× Pastor continues to demonize the 
library and board members in 
sermons and local op-eds.

× Director, Metropolis’s Mayor, and 
the 2 library trustees who vetoed 
the policy are all members of that 
church. 
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× Local lawyer warns library board 
that director’s mixing of religion 
and government service was a 
lawsuit waiting to happen.

× At next board meeting, 
Director given ultimatum.

Standing Up for What’s Right

60

The director walks out & the board 
moves to fire her, voting 5-3. 

Trustees Deliver Terms: 
× Sign a performance improvement 

plan

× Abide by the Library Bill of Rights

× Actively seek state grant money

× Stop praying aloud at the library 
with children

59
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× Three library staff members quit & 
trustees moved quick to find an 
interim director

× The Mayor wrote a letter to the 
library board announcing three of 
them would be fired for terminating 
the director

61

× Mayor’s decision wasn’t legal, as 
he needed to get City Council 
approval

× As of the last trustee 
appointment in July 2024, the 
truth of what was going on in 
town helped the library garner 
even more support. 
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“Retaliating against local library trustees, 
who are dedicated to serving their 

community and assisting children in 
learning, is unacceptable,” -- Illinois State 

Librarian Alexi Giannoulias
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Superman Approves

The Chair of the 
Board of Trustees 

spoke up and stayed 
strong. 

The library was there 
to serve everyone in 

Metropolis and not a 
single church, no 

matter how powerful.

Marrying An Interest 
in the Public Library 

With the Duty and 
Responsibility that 
comes with serving 

in public office
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Thank You! 
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Slide Deck: 
https://tinyurl.com/NHLTA25-keynote

Email: kellybjensen@gmail.com

Literary Activism Newsletter

Well Sourced Newsletter 

Wildly out of date but certainly will be updated 
some time soon website: kellybjensen.com 
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