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The Disadvantaged and Discipline in
the Public Library: A Case Study

by Larry T. Nix
Librarian
Greenville Public Library
Greenville, South Carolina

In a public building on North Tryon
Street in Charlotte, North Carolina, a mid-
dle-aged woman cries out when she spots
a young girl who has moments before
stolen her purse in an alley outside. The
girl flees, with a young man, knife in
hand, in pursuit. She deftly negotiates the
turnstiles at the entrance of the building,
escaping from her pursuer who is not
quite as agile.

In the same building on another oc-
casion, two youths stage a fake fight with
one of the youths wielding an open knife.
When a staff member orders that the
knife be put away, she is ignored. The
staff member calls the police. When they
come, the youths ftreat them with the
same disdain as they had the staff member.

A fist fight breaks out on the second
floor of the building. A guard breaks up
the fight and asks those involved to leave.
They go outside and finish their fight while
a large group locks on.

Four girls become noisy and disturb
other people nearby. A guard asks them

to be quiet. He is cursed. They are told
to leave. As they do so, they yell
scenities.

All of the above incidents occurred I
the Main Library of the Public Libra?
of Charlotte and Mecklenburg County ir;
the early months of 1972, not in the loc?
bus stafion. They reflect a discipline pre
lem of such severity that the entire Mai"
Library was disrupted and its effective
as a library unit seriously affected. H"i‘;
this came about and what PLCMC d
toward solving the problem are the sV
jects of this article.

Discipline problems are not new "
the PLCMC either in its Main Library
its branches. In fact, it is almost a nev
ending problem. What made the siludﬂ":
unique in those early months of 1972 Wuk
that almost all of the disrupters were b|°“'
and disadvantaged. These young PB"P;
were not in the Library to study, to rea%
or to use the services in any way whic
the Library provided. They were in 1 1
Library because there weren‘t enough ""cr
reational resources in the community fo
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mem: because it was cold outside and
® library offered a warm, inviting at-
Mosphere; because they had been kicked
Ut of other facilities for young people;
Scause the boys wanted to meet girls and
e versa; but mainly because they didn't
9ve any place else to go. Most of the
Young people were from Earle Village, a
Public housing center just a few blocks
M‘;m the Main Library, located in the
del Neighborhood of Charlotte.

e When these youths with their cultural
ckground came into contact with the
ff ot the PLCMC there was a certain
9Mount of friction. The Public Services staff
®mbers were experienced in dealing with
ipef'ple who wanted and sought their serv-
an most of whom are from the middle
toss, Even when they chose to neglect
?“'Gned duties in order to reach out to
® non-library-oriented youth, most of the
(also from the middle class) felt in-
equate in either helping or helpfully dis-
Phning young people whose life styles
the: goals were completely different from
®ir own. They were not prepared for
4. young people who greeted with utter
T: ance any request that they behave.
8y were not prepared for the curses or
® smoke blown in their faces by these
c°’~"hs. They were not prepared for the
Omplete lack of respect for authority of
My kind by these young people. They
Sre not prepared to deal with youths who
si"\'ed on playing “people games” de-
ug'“-‘d to throw the staff off balance
Nd to cause them to respond negatively;
%9mes which called attention to them-
*lves because they needed attention. They
&re not prepared for the noise which was
ge"'eruted by these young people who,
u'h‘hugh talking normally in the context
their own environment, destroyed any
.s’"blonce of order in a library which
not very strict on noise control. They
Sre not prepared for the large number
Youths who banded together in in-
Parable groups and, therefore, could be
ppfouched only as group members, not
fs individuals. They were not prepared
the anonymity of these groups. Not
were they unprepared to deal with
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these young people, they were already
overburdened with the normal demands
on their time.

When the situation became critical, at
the urgent request of the Main Public
Services Staff, a meeting of those staff
members who were most concerned was
called February 7, 1972, to try to find
solutions. The Library’s administrators and
the staff of a special project entitled “In
With The People” were involved, as well
as public service personnel. The Library’s
regular security guard was also present.
As the meeting progressed it was evident
there were two basic approaches advo-
cated. One which we might call the “hard
line” approach pushed for stricter dis-
cipline and expulsion of all troublemakers.
The possibility of adding an off-duty police-
man at night was mentioned, The opposite
view asked for a more innovative approach
to the problem and requested the use of
the auditorium for special programming.
The latter view prevailed, and the Public
Library of Charlotte and Mecklenburg
County was off to a rewarding yet frus-
trating experience.

To implement the new course of action
the Director appointed a committee of
staff members who seemed to be especially
interested in the fresh approach. Included
on this committee were Mrs. Dorothy Wait-
ers Ware, Adult Services Community Li-
brarian and Coordinator of the “In With
The People” Project; Miss Vivian Brown,
Young Adult Librarian; Mr. Reginald Gra-
ham, a young black Acquisitions Depart-
ment Assistant; and Mr. Richard Rosen,
Adult and Young Adult Specialist for the
“In With The People” Project.

The Committee met the next afternoon
with representatives of the group of young
people creating the disturbance. A film on
Aretha Franklin was shown first, and then
possible solutions to the problem were
discussed along with services which the
Library had to offer.

The following day was spent buying
records and table games, and on Thurs-
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day, February 10, the library auditorium
was open to the young people for the first
night. Films were shown to a group of
about twenty teenagers, and the audi-
torium remained open to 8:30 p.m. with
games, music, and dancing. Thus began
one of the most unique programs the Li-
brary had ever offered.

This approach would not have been
possible if it had not been for the addi-
tional staff which had been hired for the
“In With The People” Project with LSCA
funds. This staff had been selected on the
basis of their ability to relate to low-
income groups, and they were available.
With the public services staff already over-
extended, there just were not enough reg-
vlar staff members who were equipped
and free to work closely with these young
people. The effort at the Main Library
to deal successfully and positively with
the young people fitted into two objectives
of the “In With The People” Project. One
objective was “to discover in what ways
the Main Public Library might modify its
services and resources to make them more
relevant to the Model Neighborhood res-
ident, and the other was “to make as
many Model Neighborhood residents as
possible users of the Main Public Library.”
Inadvertently, it also fell within the scope
of a third objective which was “to orient
the Main Public Library staff so that they
are better able to cope with the disad-
vantaged library user once he has come
into the Library.”

Although the “In With The People”
staff made the new program possible there
were actually more regular staff members
involved in the long run. Mrs. Dorothy
Ware was the key organizer of the activi-
ties in the auditorium. Reginald Graham,
a technical services staff member, was
given time off from his regular job to
supervise two evenings of activities each
week. Vivian Brown developed a regular
young adult program for Wednesday
nights. Katherine Mclntyre, Children’s Serv-
ices Community Librarian supervised the
activities on several evenings, and James
Peters, Assistant to the Adult Services Com-

munity Librarian, worked in the pn:agflf""'I
on many occasions.

The decision to try something differe
was only the beginning. Making the Pffg
gram work was the hard part, and it @
experience its ups and downs. One
the ups was when over forty young pe”
ple sat through a very worthwhile P&
gram on venereal disease. One of 1"
downs was when the program had to be
closed down when small children refus®
to behave and began throwing things "
the auditorium. The programming in *
auditorium started out basically as film¥
music, and table games such as checke
and cards under supervision. A place
provided in the Library where the you™ A
people could talk in normal tones and mee
with one another without interfering Wi
other patrons.

At one point near the end of Februﬂﬂf
the programming came to a halt while ¢€f
tain rules of conduct in the uudiio["fs
had to be drawn up. When the activili®
resumed, there was stricter control @”
more supervision. Another staff meefl
took place in which those most involV .
in the programming were present. The’
included Mr. Larry Nix, the Assistant D'f
rector; Miss Mae Tucker, Head ©°
Public Services; Mrs. Ruth Osborne, He
of Reference; Miss Brown; Miss Ware; M:
Graham; Mr. Peters; Sgt. Ray Wehv™
Security Guard; Mrs. Mcintyre; Mr. Rose"
Mrs. Joanne Rodgers and Miss Elizab®";
Thomas of the “In With The Peopl®
staff. In this meeting a certain resenfmelr
on the part of those staff members actud Y
engaged in the programs was aired ngal"[‘;
the rest of the staff. They felt that ! |
public services staff was not as involV
as they should be. It was pointed
that many of the staff members had M
been informed about what was going 07, E
the auditorium and at what times adi"'"ee
were scheduled. Out of this meeting ¢
decisions to release a printed schedule ©
activities, to start a young adult prograsis
on Wednesday nights with more emph?®” .
on content, and to invite other staff me™
bers to see what was going on an
participate.
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The schedule of activities which was
rawn up for March, and later April, was
€ most ambitious to date. On Tuesdays

ond Thursdays from 4:30 p.m. to 8:30 p.m.,
9 program of supervised activities including
Music, films, games, and dancing was
Scheduled. On Wednesday evenings from
B0 p.m, to 8:30 p.m., a special young
dult program emphasizing content was
Scheduled, and on Monday from 4:30
Pm. to 8:30 p.m., a program under the
“Upervision of Mrs. Katherine Mcintyre,
Children’s Services Community Librarian,
Was to take place. By this time paperback
Ooks and magazines of special interest to
® young people were also being made
vailable in the auditorium.

’ One might think that with this inno-
Gfive approach all was well. In fact,
“:-"Wever, it was not. The mere success of
® programs created problems. The large
Mmber of youths who came to many of
e programs made it almost impossible
maintain any order. The gathering of
Young people in the Library before a
f'%ram at times created more of a prob-
=M than the one which the programs were
Ssigned to solve. Staffing was the major
a’Oblem. With these large groups there
s a need for four or five staff mem-
r's each night to supervise the program.
N one occasion when there were only
; O staff members, the program turned
Mo a disaster. During programs the young
People would not stay in the auditorium
and would go in and out continuously.

o A difficult situation developed in the
ildren’s Room which is located on the

nd floor as is the auditorium. Young
People would gather in the Children’s
%om and overwhelm it with their numbers.
efacing tables and burning holes in the
SArpet were samples of their mischief. The

ildren’s Librarian was completely frus-
f]tgled because of her inability to accom-
Plish anything worthwhile in a situation
ke  this.

Wi In addition to the normal young people
di O were just creating noise and making
Isturbances there was a small group of

individuals who were just plain bad and
some individuals who were criminals. Pock-
etbook thefts were not uncommon, and
when those individuals responsible could
be identified they were barred from the
Library.

One of the most fortunate things for
the Library in this period was the fact that
it had a Security Guard named Sgt. Ray
Wehunt. Security guards trained to work
in tense situations such as those that de-
veloped at the Library are a rarity. The
guards were often subjected to bitter curs-
ing and taunts from the young people.
One incident with a guard, in which a
young man found in the ladies’ room was
slapped, caused the Library to request that
guards no longer carry a gun. The con-
sequences of a guard being provoked into
shooting a young troublemaker were too
frightening to contemplate. The Library has
two guards, one who normally works four
days a week and one who works three
including the weekend. Sgt. Wehunt is
the Library’s regular guard and through-
out the whole situation handled himself
with remarkable tact and restraint as he
developed a rapport with the young peo-
ple. His knowledge and insights into the
situation were invaluable and often helped
avert a much more serious confrontation.

It became evident after weeks of con-
centrated effort on our part that we were
not going to be able to solve the problems
alone. It was a community problem as
well as a library problem. From the be-
ginning the Library had sought help from
those in the community whom it believed
could and should offer help. Officers from
the Police Community Relations Unit were
called in early and the problem dis-
cussed thoroughly. A human relations con-
sulting firm even listened to our problem
and offered a proposal. The Parks and
Recreation Commission which operates a
community center close by was contacted
and the problem explained. The Culture
and Recreation component of the Model
Cities Program was approached, and staff
members met with representatives from this
group and talked long and hard. United
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Community Services was contacted, and the
Coordinator of Youth Activities for this
agency was apprised of the probelm.
Even the Mental Health Department was
approached. The Library Board also dis-
cussed the problem in detail. Very little in
tangible help was forthcoming. The Model
Cities people did send an observer for a
few nights, but were of no real help in
solving our problem. The response that we
got from almost all of these groups was
amazement that we were doing what we
were doing and their feeling that the Li-
brary should not become involved in rec-
reational activities.

Several factors led to the discontinu-
ance of most of the programming in the
later part of April. There were not enough
qualified staff members to continue the
program. The “In With The People” staff
had other duties to perform in the com-
munity which were just as important. There
was also strong feeling on the part of the
staff that the lack of adequate recreational
resources in the community was at the root
of our problem, and that our taking over
the job of recreation was only a tem-
porary solution at best. The warm weather
was also causing fewer and fewer young
people to come to the Library.

The Library has continued its Young
Adult Program on Wednesday evenings.
The program had varying amounts of suc-
cess in the beginning, but has developed
into a sound, successful program. The con-
tent of the programs has included every-
thing from karate to role playing. The
highlight of the program came when over
two hundred and fifty people crammed into
the Library’s auditorium to see a talent
show put on by the young people them-
selves. The Charlotte Drug Education Cen-
ter has cooperated with Library on this
program, and their help has been invalu-
able.

This entire experience has been a try-
ing one for the staff, but it has had its
tangible benefits. This situation has no
doubt taught the staff more about the dis-

advantaged than they could ever havé
learned from a workshop. The young pe
ple were shown that the Library does car®
about them, and some good friends wer
made along the way. The Library hos
learned some successful and unsucce

approaches in serving the disadvantage?
The Library has also learned a great ded
about the other community agencies whic
serve these same young people. Althoud
the Library felt that more aid should havé
been forthcoming from some of the age™
cies, it became aware of many of thelf
problems too. The Library is committed 1
the value of cooperation with these age™
cies and will continve to seek their help”

The problem, however, is not solve‘:{i
It has only gone away for awhile. It Wil
probably be back again and when
does we must be ready.
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Fact1: FACS stands for Faxon's
Automated Claim System

Fact 2: FACS is a new automated
system intended to make life a lot
easier for you.

Fact 3: To place a claim, all you
do is complete and return our
claim notice form. We then acti-
vate our computer to process the
claim to the publisher with com-
plete order and payment informa-
tion included.

Fact4: You receive a quarterly
report of all your claim request
activity.

Fact5: This is only one reason,
among many, why you should
choose Faxon, the world’s only
fully automated library magazine
subscription agency. For partic-
ulars, write for a copy of our
Service Brochure and annual
Librarians’ Guide to Periodicals.
Or call toll-free : 1-800-225-7894.
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