
Trustee Update
Library News You Can Use

Serving Libraries in Adams, Columbia, Dane, Green, Portage, Sauk & Wood Counties

South Central Library System Vol. 6, No. 3–May 2013

by Denise Anton Wright
SCLS Public Library Administration Consultant

We all have our guilty pleasures. One of  mine is watching 
the television show, “Dancing with the Stars.” I’ve watched it 
since its inception back in 2005 and now—thanks to the won-
ders of  DVR technology—I never miss an 
episode.
 No doubt because my mind has been 
befuddled by watching too many foxtrots, 
tangos, and rumbas, when I consider the 
relationship between a public library and 
its municipality, I often use the analogy 
of  dancing. When there’s mistrust, lack 
of  communication, or fear, it can result 
in a very uneasy dance—kind of  like the 
wooden routines that you’ll often see su-
per models perform on Dancing with the 
Stars. When everything is in sync, you’ll 
see a beautifully executed dance. Howev-
er, it’s a dance that is made possible only 
through a lot of  hard work and effort on 
the part of  each partner.
 What are the essential aspects of  the 
successful dance between a public library and its municipal-
ity—the kind that will result in all “10’s” from the judges?

 ✔ Understand the Role of the Library Board—Because 
of  the way they are governed by state law, public library 
boards in Wisconsin play a unique role within the larger 
municipality. As a result, it’s vital for not only the mem-
bers of  the library board to completely understand their 
roles, but the municipal staff  and members of  the govern-
ing board to understand them as well. Trustee Essentials 
(http://pld.dpi.wi.gov/pld_handbook)—the handbook 
for Wisconsin public library trustees—provides an excel-
lent summary of  the trustee job description.

 ✔ Understand the Role of the Municipal Board—A public 
library is just one of  many services that a municipality 
provides its residents. It’s often easy for library boards to 

forget that the public library isn’t the sole focus of  the mu-
nicipal staff  and municipal board. So it’s important that 
library directors and library board members educate them-
selves on the issues and challenges facing municipalities. 
The website for the League of  Wisconsin Municipalities 
(http://www.lwm-info.org) is a great resource for staying 

current.
 ✔   Understand the PR Value of Public 

Libraries—Just as appearing on Dancing 
with the Stars can resurrect a career; an ef-
fective public library can be a municipal-
ity’s best public relations tool. Countless 
studies have shown that even non-library 
users value the existence of  a public 
library in their community. Residents 
make a personal connection with their 
public library, and that doesn’t always 
happen with other municipal depart-
ments.

 ✔   Share a Common Vision—A dance 
can’t be successful if  one partner is doing 
a waltz and the other doing a mambo. 
Likewise, the public library and munici-
pality must be on the same page when 

it comes to the vision of  the community’s future. Public 
libraries need to include representation from the municipal 
board when doing strategic planning. Likewise, municipal 
boards need to include representation from the library 
when doing their planning.

 ✔ Communicate, Communicate & Communicate—I can’t 
stress communication enough—that’s why I’ve said it 
three times! Both dance partners need to know what step 
comes next in the routine. And the only way to know that 
is through communication. So never assume that your 
municipality knows what the library is doing or planning. 
And vice versa.

 So practice the tips above and continually work on perfect-
ing the dance with your municipality. v

Dancing with your municipality
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SCLS staff contacts: 
For information about library law, trustee responsibilities, or library administration, contact Denise Anton Wright at (608) 
246-7973 or dawright@scls.lib.wi.us. 
 If  you have questions about library advocacy, marketing, or printing Trustee Essentials, contact Mark Ibach at (608) 246-
5612 or mibach@scls.lib.wi.us. v

Trustee Essentials revision
As we mentioned on page 1 of  this issue of  Trustee Update, 
Trustee Essentials is your one-stop source for everything you 
need to be an effective member of  your library board.
 Created and maintained by the Public Library Development 
team of the Department of  Public Instruction, Trustee Essen-
tials has been updated to include recent legislative changes. 
Trustee Essentials can be found online at http://pld.dpi.
wi.gov/pld_handbook.
 If  your library would like to request print copies of  Trustee 
Essentials, please contact either Mark or Denise at SCLS. v

As we mentioned in our March issue of  Trustee Update, begin-
ning this year, SCLS has offered to handle the actual billing 

Adjacent county reimbursements
for Adjacent County Re-
imbursements on behalf  
of  our member libraries. 
We’ve had 34 member li-
braries take advantage of  
this service.
 Counties will be billed 
before the July 1 deadline, 
and participating libraries 
will be kept abreast of  each 
step in the billing process.
 During these challeng-
ing fiscal times, SCLS is 
pleased to assist our member libraries in requesting such im-
portant reimbursements. v


