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About the Innovations Initiative
“Do you know what my favorite renewable fuel is?  
An ecosystem for innovation.”  
                                              – Thomas Friedman* 

Today’s public libraries must continuously innovate, 
adapt and lead to help tackle community challenges 
and expand opportunity for people of all ages.  In 
its fourth year, the Urban Libraries Council (ULC) 
Innovations Initiative has become a signature 
program to showcase dynamic innovations that 
enhance community well-being.

The 2013 Urban Libraries Council Top Innovators continue to model the leadership and impact of 
high-performing public libraries.  From a mobile App that gives parents easy access to information 
about early childhood literacy skills to bringing public health nurses into libraries to help patrons 
with behavioral challenges to supporting first responders during a massive wildfire, public libraries 
are continuing to broaden and deepen their roles as vital community resources.  

A panel of expert judges selected this year’s Top Innovators and Honorable Mentions in 10 
categories based on the strength of their innovation, results achieved and capacity to be replicated.  
The categories are: Learning; Civic and Community Engagement; Collections; Customer Experience; 
Economic and Workforce Development; Health, Wellness and Safety; Operations; Organizational 
Change and Strategic Management; Positioning the Library; and Sustainability.  In addition, for the 
first time, ULC is honoring three libraries for their leadership in helping their communities respond 
to natural and human-made crises.

In 2013, more than 140 stories of successful innovation were submitted. All will become part of 
ULC’s innovation resource center which now includes more than 600 leading practices in diverse 
categories of library operations and services. ULC congratulates all of the applicants and honorees 
for their innovative practices that highlight the value that 21st century libraries provide to their 
communities. 

* Time Magazine, September 15, 2008



Transforming Communities. 

Howard County Library System, MD 
HiTech: The Road to a STEM Career 
hclibrary.org

Howard County Library System’s HiTech digital media 
lab is designed to open doors and opportunities to the 
region’s teens. HiTech delivers cutting-edge science, 
technology, engineering and math (STEM) education 
using hands-on technology projects, experiential 
learning and peer-to-peer communications. Envisioned 
as a launching point for the STEM career pipeline, 
HiTech focuses on producing the next generation of 
scientists, mathematicians and engineers to meet the 
needs of the region’s highly- skilled job market. The 
curriculum includes both self-paced and structured 
learning opportunities divided into four modules that 
emphasize interaction, improvisation, invention and 
instruction. The HiTech Academy component focuses on 
teens who are interested in pursuing higher education 
in science, technology, engineering or math by providing 
instruction, site visits to STEM work environments and 
attendance at college-sponsored STEM sites.

Since HiTech’s launch, more than 2,000 teens have 
participated in a wide range of classes, created a 
mobile game that was released in 2013 and has been 
downloaded 5,000 times around the world, and worked 
on the library’s Choose Civility e-book featuring their 
own stories and photos. 

Honorable Mention:  
Orange County Library System, FL
Integrating STEM into Library Technology 
Classes and Youth Programs 
ocls.info 

The Orange County Library System has transformed its 
teaching and learning spaces and practices to engage 
youth in science, technology, engineering and math 
programs using hands-on, mind stimulating activities. In 
2012, more than 6,000 youth participated in 124 STEM-
themed programs representing a 56 percent increase 
from the previous year.  

Learning
 

2013 Top Innovators

* Time Magazine, September 15, 2008



Inspiring Libraries.

Civic and Community Engagement

Los Angeles Public Library, CA
Your Path to Citizenship Starts at the Los 
Angeles Public Library
lapl.org

Los Angeles is a city of immigrants. With more than 
700,000 permanent residents, the Los Angeles 
Public Library, U.S. Citizenship and Immigration 
Service (USCIS) and non-profit organizations have 
joined together to help residents start their journeys 
toward citizenship. The library-led program provides 
a safe place for immigrants to access a wide range of 
services. Nearly 10,000 people have taken advantage 
of the resources available in “citizenship corners” 
in all 73 library locations. The library’s stature as a 
trusted institution, well-trained library staff and strong 
relationships with expert partners have contributed to 
the program’s success in getting people onto a path to 
citizenship. At the same time, immigrants are getting 
connected to the vast array of library services available 
to their families.

For the library, the program has provided a model 
for building a successful citywide outreach effort 
in partnership with government, community and 
philanthropic agencies. For USCIS, the Los Angeles 
program has become a model for creating citizenship 
partnerships in other libraries.

Honorable Mention:  
Hartford Public Library, CT
Center for Civic Engagement 
hplct.org

The Hartford Public Library’s Center for Civic 
Engagement was established to support community 
change, foster development of a community vision, 
contribute to a stronger community and establish 
a civic engagement model. The center builds on 
the library’s long-standing commitment to civic 
engagement and connects diverse programs into a 
coordinated community-building strategy.



Transforming Communities.

Collections
 

Nashville Public Library, TN
Limitless Libraries 
limitlesslibraries.org/library.nashville.org 

More than 80,000 Nashville public school students and 
7,000 educators have access to a wealth of resources 
thanks to this cooperative program between the 
Nashville Public Library and Metro Nashville Public 
Schools designed to foster resource sharing and improve 
student access to learning materials. Created in 2009, 
at the behest of Nashville Mayor Karl Dean, Limitless 
Libraries began as a pilot project in three high schools 
and a ninth grade academy. Today, it serves all 128 
schools with two full-time collection development 
librarians and a materials budget of more than $1 
million. Library resources are delivered to students  
and educators at their schools boosting access to 
books, movies and music while integrating the library 
into students’ daily lives. In addition, Limitless Libraries 
supports digital literacy by furnishing schools with 
e-readers, netbooks and iPads.  

Since its launch, circulation of school library resources 
has increased 79 percent; 28,000 middle and high school 
students are registered Limitless Libraries users; and bulk 
purchasing and negotiated discounts have achieved an 
estimated $271,000 in savings while vastly expanding 
resources. 

Honorable Mention:  
Hennepin County Library, MN
E-Books at the Library: Turning a New Format 
into the New Normal 
hclib.org

The Hennepin County Library carried out a 
comprehensive process to integrate e-books into the 
library’s collection and ensure smooth customer access 
to the new resources. The process included staff training; 
an easily-accessible, one-stop shop for e-books on the 
library website; and e-book classes designed around 
customer questions and needs.  



Inspiring Libraries.

Customer Service
 

Calgary Public Library, AB
Grow a Reader Early Literacy App 
calgarypubliclibrary.com 

The Calgary Public Library’s Grow a Reader app takes the 
fun, interactive contents from popular early childhood 
literacy programs and delivers it to parents via their 
mobile devices. Parents who aren’t able to attend 
programs with their toddlers can use the app to try out 
literacy skills and behaviors at home. Grow a Reader, 
which was designed by the library’s Virtual Services 
and Children, Teens and Families departments with 
involvement of a video production company and an app 
developer, features 35 videos starring 10 library children 
services staff. The app can be updated easily by library 
staff so that vendors aren’t needed on an ongoing basis. 
Calgary has a rapidly growing population and an ongoing 
“baby boom.” In less than two months, the Grow a 
Reader app was downloaded 1,200 times. It has also 
made some library staff popular stars among young 

readers. One toddler seemed mesmerized by his teacher 
during a parent-child Mother Goose session because, his 
mother said, he enjoys watching the videos on mom’s 
phone and recognized one of the library stars!

Honorable Mention:  
Cleveland Public Library, OH
MyCloud 
cpl.org

MyCloud gives Cleveland Public Library patrons the 
power to create their own computing world on the 
library’s workstations. Patrons access the library’s 
MyCloud through desktop-like devices called “thin 
clients,” which can be checked out and used on any 
library workstation giving them the feel of a personal 
computer and easy access to information from previous 
sessions.  



Transforming Communities. 

Economic and Workforce Development

St. Paul Public Library, MN
Northstar Digital Literacy Project 
sppl.org

The Saint Paul Public Library joined with the Saint Paul 
Community Literacy Consortium to develop a tool 
to assess digital literacy skills and provide a basis for 
awarding “certificates of mastery” to support successful 
job seeking. 

The Northstar Digital Literacy Project (NDLP) grew out 
the library’s quest to find a free, easily understood tool 
to measure outcomes from various digital classes and 
labs. The assessment instrument, which was based on 
standards developed by experienced digital literacy 
teachers, tests mastery of 16-20 basic skills.  

Development of the tool was funded by the Institute 
of Museum and Library Services and the Otto Bremer 
Foundation. In addition to the Saint Paul Public  
 

library, the tool is now offered by 69 organizations in 
21 cities statewide through a public website (www.
digitalliteracyassessment.org). Sponsoring sites pay an 
annual fee to sustain the project and are able to access 
data on how well their students perform in order to 
improve their digital literacy instruction.

At the Saint Paul Library, NDPL has led to more outcome-
driven digital literacy instruction by using assessments 
for pre- and post- tests and tailoring program content 
to the assessment standards. The certificate of mastery 
has also increased interest in computer literacy classes, 
particularly among non-English speakers. 

Honorable Mention:  
Skokie Public Library, IL
Library Business and Career Center 
skokielibrary.info

In partnership with the Chamber of Commerce, the 
Skokie Public Library created a collaborative work space 
and business incubator to meet the needs of small and 
home-based businesses, entrepreneurs and job seekers.  
The Center provides space where people can work, 
hold meetings and learn from each other while using all 
the trappings of a typical office—free WiFi, computers, 
copiers, fax machines, coffee maker—and a reference 
librarian with an MBA to support users. 



Inspiring Libraries.

Health, Wellness and Safety
 

Pima County Public Library, AZ
Library Nurses Program 
library.pima.gov

An increase in the presence of people in and around the 
library with behavioral health concerns and traumatic 
episodes prompted the Pima County Public Library to 
create a partnership with the County Health Department 
to provide on-site intervention services. The primary 
goals of the Library Nurses Program are to provide a 
safe and welcoming environment for all patrons and 
staff and minimize the number of 911 calls for non-
medical emergencies at library branches. Five nurses 
rotate among library branches for a total of 40 hours 
per week. The lead nurse focuses primarily on the 
downtown library, gently approaching patrons in need to 
let them know he is available. Some patrons, knowing his 
schedule, seek him out.  

During the first year of the program, library nurses 
interacted with more than 2,800 patrons, and 911  
medical calls from libraries were reduced by 20 percent. 

In addition to providing needed services, the Library 
Nurses Program has built a strong foundation of 
partnership with the County Health Department 
and raised the profile of public health nurses as 
neighborhood resources.

Honorable Mention:  
Edmonton Public Library, AB
Community-Led and Safe Communities 
Initiative 
epl.ca

The Edmonton Public Library brought professional social 
workers into its downtown library to support customers 
dealing with significant life challenges. The library 
outreach workers provide social supports to customers 
in need, such as mental health services, addiction 
treatment, finding a place to live or getting personal 
identification. The program adds to the library’s stature 
as a safe, welcoming and accepting place for everyone 
including those most at risk.



Transforming Communities.

Operations 

New York and Brooklyn Public 
Libraries, NY
BookOps: Shared Library Technical 
Services 
nypl.org/brooklynpubliclibrary.org

To meet the challenges of a combined $57 million 
decrease in city funding since 2008, and a 19 percent 
decrease in staffing, the New York Public Library and 
Brooklyn Public Library are consolidating their book 
buying and collection management activities into a 
shared central location. When fully implemented, 
BookOps will combine acquisitions, cataloguing, 
processing, sorting and delivery of books and resources 
to the libraries in each system and will save the two 
library systems up to $3.5 million annually. More than 
20 collection development staff volunteered to join the 
combined BookOps team.  

The collaborative effort provides a strong foundation 
for future citywide strategies to create new efficiencies 
including universal returns, universal requests, universal 
library cards and expansion of the MyLibraryNYC 
joint venture that includes the New York, Brooklyn 
and Queens Public Libraries and the New York City 
Department of Education. 

Honorable Mention:  
Pierce County Library System, WA
How to Cut a Million: The Collection Budget 
Crew’s Material Budgeting Process 
piercecountylibrary.org

The Pierce County Library System created a cross-
departmental team to develop a customer-focused and 
fiscally sustainable materials budget while addressing 
a system-wide projected $3 million budget shortfall.  
To meet the challenge, the team started with a zero-
based approach, involved staff in seeking solutions, and 
achieved a $1 million reduction in the materials budget.



Inspiring Libraries.

Organizational Change and Strategic Management

San Francisco Public Library, CA
Community Impact through Renewed 
Engagement 
sfpl.org

The San Francisco Public Library initiated a 
comprehensive team-driven research process to 
renew and refresh community connections in five city 
neighborhoods. The process combined the library’s 
award-winning GenPL emerging leaders program 
with its commitment to forging deep and sustained 
community impact. The emerging leaders, who come 
from all parts of the library system (pages, librarians, 
paraprofessionals, security staff, custodians), brought 
broad thinking and new perspectives to the effort. From 
walks in the neighborhoods, to ride-alongs with police, 
to interviews with community members, the teams 
spent three months gathering data and then presented 
their findings to community members and library staff in 
their assigned service area.

The recommendations, some of which are already in 
progress, ranged from branch-specific modifications to 
system-wide changes including: 

 •  A new Community Programs and Partnerships  
     division that combines youth service and  
     community engagement
 •  A branding project to tie each branch to  
     neighborhood identities
 •  Enhanced service promotion with community  
     agencies such as GED and English as a Second  
     Language providers and local farmers’ markets 
 •  Multi-lingual library orientation programs and  
      a multi-lingual, real-time reference service 
 •  Expanded off-site services including a   
      technology bookmobile, pop-up libraries and  
      classes in community agencies

Honorable Mention:  
Portland Public Library, ME
Service Teams Strategy 
portlandlibrary.com

Portland Public Library used a team approach to 
improving service delivery and ensuring the best user 
experience while dealing with significant financial 
and structural pressures. The Service Teams Strategy 
established a user-driven culture of service and 
collaboration and the capacity to adapt to continuing 
changes in information needs.  



Transforming Communities. 

Positioning the Library

Free Library of Philadelphia, PA
Flying High: Library of Philadelphia 
Touches Down in the International Airport 
freelibrary.org

The Free Library of Philadelphia has landed. Building 
on the success of airport relationships that were 
established in conjunction with the 2012 Public Library 
Association conference, the Free Library of Philadelphia 
broadened its airport connections to provide ongoing 
resources to airport travelers and employees. Extension 
of the library’s wide area network has provided free 
WiFi access in one airport terminal with full roll-out 
to all public spaces planned by December 2013. The 
connection takes users to a landing page with author 
podcasts, e-books, digital collections and traveler 
information. A year-long exhibit on Philadelphia’s 
Literacy Legacy will open at the airport shortly. Finally, 
the library’s virtual presence at the airport will be 

anchored by a library lounge that will promote literacy 
and offer a comfortable place to relax, read and recharge 
electronic devices.  

The library’s presence at the airport is part of its 
commitment to providing value and resources to 
everyone throughout Philadelphia and ensure that the 
library remains a hub of possibilities for residents and 
those just passing through the region.

Honorable Mention:  
Mid-Continent Public Library, MO
Rebranding to Remain Relevant:  
It’s All About Access 
mymcpl.org

To affirm and reinforce the continuing value of 21st 
century libraries, the Mid-Continent Public Library 
developed a multi-layered branding message focusing on 
access: Access Your World, Access Community, Access 
Opportunity and Access Technology. Library cards are 
now access passes, information flyers are access guides 
and frontline staff are access specialists.  



Inspiring Libraries.

Sustainability

Sacramento Public Library, CA
Read and Feed: Partnerships for Building 
Healthy Community 
saclibrary.org

The Sacramento Public Library launched its Read 
and Feed Garden and Seed Library to support a 
comprehensive healthy communities initiative in a 
neighborhood with high poverty, a majority of kids 
eligible for free and reduced lunches and limited access 
to fresh fruits and vegetables. The library combined 
the creation of  a community garden with a range of 
programs to engage residents of all ages, including 
outdoor story times for preschoolers and hands-on 
gardening experience; teens helping younger children 
learn about gardening to develop cooperation and 
leadership; and gardening and composting classes for 
adults led by university master gardeners. The program 
is fully financed with grants from local agencies led 
by the Junior League and is supported by hundreds of 
community volunteers.  

Attendance and feedback show that the gardening 
program is gaining momentum with participants and 
emphasizes the value of the library as an educational 
center beyond “just books.”

Honorable Mention:  
Alameda County Library, CA
My Neighbor’s Kitchen Table 
aclibrary.org

To help combat high obesity rates among both adults 
and children, the Alameda County Library launched 
a series of community conversations about healthier 
food choices, nutrition and purchasing healthy food 
on a limited budget. My Neighbor’s Kitchen Table has 
intentionally framed healthy eating and cultural and 
community topics, connecting people from different 
generations and backgrounds with information, practical 
advice and tools to enrich their lives. 



Transforming Communities.

Special Honors: Serving Communities in Crisis

Johnson County Library, KS
A Conversation about Sandy Hook 
jocolibrary.org  
 

On January 10, 2013, the Johnson County Public Library 
hosted 94 community members for a conversation about 
the mass shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School in 
Newtown, Connecticut. The library drew on its role as 
a neutral convener with skilled internal moderators to 
create a quick-turnaround civic engagement opportunity 
on an emotional issue. Instead of using a traditional 
group consensus process, participants wrote down 
individual actions on “I will” cards to take home. 

The event brought people from diverse backgrounds 
and perspectives to share ideas and feelings that were 
previously occurring around kitchen tables, on Facebook 
walls and in line at schools while waiting to pick up 
children. Most important, it informed and engaged the 
community in a positive way.

Poudre River Public Library District, CO
Libraries as First Responders 
poudrelibraries.org

A massive wildfire that burned 50,000 acres and forced 
the evacuation of 3,000 people prompted the Poudre 
River Public Library District to jump into first responder 
mode as a vital information resource for displaced 
families including setting up a laptop lab in  
the evacuation center and bringing books and toys  
for children.  

Library staff worked hand-in-hand with first responder 
agencies, serving as an information hub that provided 
up-to-date and reliable information throughout the 
crisis. The result was not only the satisfaction of helping 
so many evacuated patrons, young and old, but also 
knowing that the public and the other first responders 
discovered that the value, capacity and willingness of  
the library to serve the community during a crisis.

A conversation about Sandy Hook
Thursday, Jan. 10, 7:00 p.m.

All around our country conversations are being had about the Sandy Hook tragedy. What caused it? 
What should our responses be? How do we ensure safe schools? Join with other members of your community 

for a conversation on these issues at Central Resource Library. All perspectives and views are 
welcome and the conversations will be moderated by trained, neutral facilitators.  

Carmack Community Room at Central Resource Library
9875 W. 87th St. • Overland Park, KS 66212 • (913) 826-4600

www.jocolibrary.org



Inspiring Libraries.

Queens Library, NY
Queens Library Response to  
Hurricane Sandy 
queenslibrary.org

Despite losing four branch libraries during Hurricane 
Sandy on October 29, 2012, the Queens Library 
responded quickly to provide emergency supplies, 
comfort, referrals, recreation and solidarity to a 
community in need. 

Within three days of the storm, the library opened a 
mobile site along the hard-hit waterfront to provide 
referral information and resource sheets for shelters, 
food and benefits. The next day, the library opened 
without electric power to provide highly visible support 
to the weary community. More than 8,300 visitors 
used the makeshift libraries during the first week. The 
community has continued to thank the library for its 
steady and visible presence and its vital leadership role 
during the crisis.

Special Honors: Serving Communities in Crisis



Participants in the 2013 ULC Innovations Initiative include:

Alameda County Library, CA
Anchorage Public Library, AK
Aurora Public Library, CO
Boston Public Library, MA
Brooklyn Public Library, NY
Broward County Library, FL
Calgary Public Library, AB
Charlotte Mecklenburg Library, NC
Chattanooga Public Library, TN
Chicago Public Library, IL
Cleveland Public Library, OH
Columbus Metropolitan Library, OH
Contra Costa County Library, CA
Cuyahoga County Public Library, OH
Dallas Public Library, TX
DeKalb County Public Library, GA
Denver Public Library, CO
District of Columbia Public Library, DC
Durham County Library, NC
Edmonton Public Library, AB
Free Library of Philadelphia, PA
Gwinnett County Public Library, GA
Halifax Public Libraries, NS
Hartford Public Library, CT
Hennepin County Library, MN
Houston Public Library, TX
Howard County Library System, MD
Indianapolis Public Library, IN
Johnson County Library, KS
Kansas City Public Library, MO
King County Library System, WA
Lexington Public Library, KY
Los Angeles Public Library, CA
Loudoun County Public Library, VA

Madison Public Library, WI
Mid-Continent Public Library, MO
Milwaukee Public Library, WI
Multnomah County Library, OR
Nashville Public Library, TN
New York Public Library, NY
Newport News Public Library System, VA
Orange County Library System, FL
Palm Beach County Library System, FL
Pierce County Library System, WA 
Pikes Peak Library District, CO
Pima County Public Library, AZ
Portland Public Library, ME
Poudre River Public Library District, CO
Providence Public Library, RI
Queens Library, NY
Richland Library, SC
Rochester Public Library, NY
Sacramento Public Library, CA
Salt Lake County Library Services, UT
San Antonio Public Library, TX
San Francisco Public Library, CA
San Mateo County Library, CA
Santa Clara County Library, CA
Skokie Public Library, IL
Sno-Isle Libraries, WA
Springfield City Library, MA
St. Louis County Library, MO
St. Paul Public Library, MN
The Public Library of Cincinnati & Hamilton County, OH
The Seattle Public Library, WA
Torrance Public Library, CA
Tulsa City-County Library, OK
Wichita Public Library, KS

All submissions can be found on the ULC website, www.urbanlibraries.org



Learn More about Innovations in Libraries throughout North America

Visit the Urban Libraries Council website at urbanlibraries.org to learn more about these and other  
exciting innovations underway in leading urban and suburban libraries. On the website, you can review  
all of the 2013 submitted library innovations that are transforming communities across North America.   

All submissions from 2010, 2011 and 2012 are also available at urbanlibraries.org.
 


