
 2020 Library Visit Interview Form 

Library Name: Madison Public Library-Central 

 

Certification Grade: 1 

 

Date of visit: 8/26/20 

 

Library staff present at the visit: Greg Mickells 

 

SCLS staff present: Mark Ibach 

 

Amount of time spent at visit: 1 hour 

 

[Please limit this section to the answers to the specific questions, and include as much detail as 

possible. Report other information or observations in the “other information” section below. 

 

1. What has your library done since our last visit that you’re really excited about? 

• Survive COVID! It’s really unfortunate because we have been doing 

some very cool things. Just started working on a new app to monitor 

learning that takes place during programs. Was almost to the 

development phase. Said COVID has been kind of a joy kill. The app is 

targeted at teachers and people that do programming. Could use in the 

classroom or during programs. For example, Anji play just looks like 

play, but to an educated observer there is much more going on. This 

app is a tool to help record things like critical learning, teamwork, and 

other observations that enhance learning. The app can help turn that 

observation into data. 

• Still continuing a lot of outreach efforts in the community. 

• Bubbler is changing and evolving to address the COVID conditions. Lot 

of discussions about how they will they integrate artists into the 

process. Trying to make it more collaborative with more artists working 

together on joint projects; more interdisciplinary work like a dancer 

working with a visual artist. 

• Still continuing the program Making Justice where they take artists into 

the juvenile detention center. The value is that young people have 

positive experiences with artists coming into the space. Just an 

opportunity to share. The question is whether this can be duplicated 

online. Those youth are so isolated and Greg said the research indicates 

that any interpersonal interaction is very important to them. 

• Still doing their mural projects. Just did one with a youth home. All the 

youth contribute to the Mural. 

• Still finding ways to connect. 

• Said next step will be to figure out a way to re-open their buildings. He 

said they just aren’t able to reach a lot of the population sufficiently. 



Hoping that by sometime in the fall they can achieve some other 

options for being open more. Right now they are offering curbside 

pickup and some computer use by reservation only. 

• Said the next step may be to eliminate curbside and then have people 

enter the building to pick up holds. Greg said their size poses some real 

challenges, further explaining that Sequoya can have as many as 1,200 

visitors per day. 

• Talking a lot with Madison Metropolitan School District about their role 

in the virtual classroom situation and what they can do to support 

families and students. The big challenge is still digital inclusion in the 

city. Not all people have internet access at home. Bandwidth is also a 

real issue. Not all areas of the city are served equally when it comes to 

bandwidth. 

• Greg discussed ForwardFest in Madison and said one presenter talked 

about video conferencing and its potential and drawbacks. Said that 

right now most people are using Zoom and prefer it. It was the last tool 

to be developed and seems to work the best. A big trend is to find a way 

to improve it significantly. Talked about a service called mmhmm. In 

beta testing now and must be invited to use it. There is a YouTube 

available about it (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OeTi8SqFcJs). 

• Always looking in non-library places for new ideas. 

• Really in scramble mode with the budget. Looking at a 5% cut which will 

really hurt. They have a number of vacancies right now, so they will be 

able to absorb a significant portion of that budget cut. Greg said they 

were planning to hire 4 new librarians right before COVID hit, so they 

rescinded those. Several other people have left during COVID because 

of health concerns. 

• Going fine free was also a big deal in 2020. Had to find a way to bridge 

that lost revenue in their cost to continue budget. About a $300,000 

gap they had to fill, and they did it mostly with vacant positions. Also 

made major cuts to programming and programming supply budgets. 

Also some other small cuts. 

• Have gotten some very good feedback from the public, and also very 

good press about going fine free. Hadn’t been charging any fines since 

March. They will really have to wait to see what the impact will be. They 

really want to reduce barriers to library services. Hoping that it will 

translate into improved access, but they can’t test it until they can re-

open. It’s just part of the evolution of the library to be more responsive 

to the community. 

• Said when they get back to the new normal they will feel the pain of 

these cuts. It will be harder to return to full service in the future. A cut 

in the programing budget now isn’t that big of a deal, but in the future it 

could be. Thinks 2021 will be a transitional year, and hopes to regain 

much of that in 2022. Have witnessed about 46% increase in their 

budget in the past 8 years. Greg said it has been a very good support 

environment and they have to keep that in mind as cuts are required. 

• Programming has been the largest change over time, but that isn’t 

really reflected in any of the reimbursement formulas that counties use. 



Couldn’t build and run a library for what they pay into the Dane County 

formula. 

• Doing several building renovations right now, and it has been a great 

time to do that work. Maintenance staff have been getting a lot of work 

done. 

• Built the new Pinney Branch. 

 

2. Are there any memorable moments that stand out? (can you provide photos or video for 

All Directors or 2021 Legislative Day to share publicly?) 

• Said the advancement of racial equity and social justice within their 

organization is something he is very proud of. They have a new Racial 

Equity Team that has been doing a great deal like book discussions with 

staff and bringing people together to meet on different topics around 

racial equity. The RFP they are doing for the new facility planned for 

Reindahl Park has a real focus on racial equity that counts in the scoring. 

Worked with the engineering and civil rights departments to get this 

included in the RFP process. 

• Said this really reflects on the library’s leadership role in the work the 

city does as a whole. Said he thinks it will become part of all city RFPs in 

the future. 

• Having lots of discussions internally about social justice issues, like 

when to reach out to police when incidents occur in libraries. 

• They have been working on these issues for several years. Over the past 

few years over 50% of their new hires are people of color. That is up 

from less than 30% in the few years before that. 

• During protests the library and board made an effort to stress its focus 

on racial equity and social justice. He said the entire budget 

development process was also focused on those issues. People are 

looking for ways to make something positive happen. 

 

3. Was there a program or service that your community responded to (positively or 

negatively)? 

• Just making a re-connection through curbside pickup was huge. 

• The Madison Foundation really stepped up during these times. 

• It raised about $150,000 for online materials. OverDrive circulation 

usage has really skyrocketed. 

 

2. What did you learn about yourself, your staff, and your community during the COVID-19 Pandemic? 

• Might be cliché, but communicate, communicate, communicate. 

• At one point they were doing weekly meetings with all staff. You really 

need to keep in touch with people. It’s been a challenge, but the video 

conferencing has been an excellent tool to keep in touch. 

• Doing focus groups with staff. They felt the library was really keeping 

staff safety at the forefront. Will be very important when the libraries 

start to re-open. 

• Addressing issues immediately is also very important. 

• Working constantly to improve internal communications. They have 

been able to focus on that and devote the time needed. 



• People aren’t getting the water cooler conversation any longer so you 

need to find a way to counter that and bring people together. 

2. What lessons learned will guide you going forward? 

• Using the model of virtual communication with staff is something that 

will probably continue into the future. Prior to COVID they would close 

sites for the day so they could meet with everyone. 

• Greg said it’s critical that all staff receive the same message at the same 

time. 

• They have become more diligent in their updates to the staff intranet 

site. 

• Staff need lots of different types of support to be successful. We are 

working hard to help staff find the balance they need. 

• It’s going to be interesting. We are not going to be the same 

organization that we were pre-COVID. 

 

3. Is there anything else you’d like to share or discuss? 

• Nothing 

 

 

Other information gathered at the visit (interesting tidbits, general impressions of the library, or 

alternative topics): 


