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Message from the Library Director 
Dear Citizens of New Bedford and Library Patrons, 

We are pleased to present the New Bedford Free Public Library Strategic Plan, FY18-FY22.  The Library’s Plan 

reflects 21st-century strategies focusing on key areas such as early literacy, reading, education, lifelong 

learning, and as a community center for equal access to print and digital information.  Today’s libraries are 

challenged with the need to expand service programs to remain relevant, engage users and acquire new 

audiences with very limited resources.  Access to information and knowledge is even more critical today than 

ever before, especially for those who do not understand or have access to technology.  This plan will serve 

as our guide over the next five years to ensure the library continues to thrive. 

Public libraries are one of the few community resources that remain free and 

open to all.  Libraries are an essential to our democracy.  Today’s libraries are 

community centers where people connect with one another and with the 

world around them.  They are cultural centers, gathering places for 

conversations, technology and information hubs, quiet places for reading and 

reflection and yes, a place where you will still find books and materials.  The 

challenge today is for libraries to continue to be innovative and flexible 

enough to meet the growing demand for more information, more technology, 

more spaces to gather and more places where every person is welcome, all 

while facing continued reduced funding and economic support. 

Many people contributed time and energy to create this plan.  Thank you to 

the community leaders who agreed to being interviewed as well as the public, trustees and staff who 

participated in a community forum, focus groups and the library survey.  

Throughout this process, we learned how critical each library branch is to their community and 

neighborhood.  The information gathered at each branch as well as the Main Library inspired us to develop 

programs and services that best meet the needs of each community.  We also learned how important access 

to the Library’s special collections, art and local history is to not only the people of New Bedford, but to 

researchers and scholars across the nation and around the globe. Digitizing of these collections will be a 

daunting task, but necessary to provide broader access for patrons and researchers while preserving the 

originals and increasing their historical value. 

I hope you will explore and discover what is new at the New Bedford Free Public Library, as well as 

rediscover the traditions of a place where information can be trusted and imaginations can take flight. 

Thanks for reading, 

Olivia Melo 
Oliva Melo, Library Director 
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Library Information 
The New Bedford Free Public Library is a municipal department in the city of New Bedford.  The Library 

Director manages the library’s staff, collections, operations, services and programs.  The Library Board of 

Trustees, appointed by the Mayor oversees the policies and regulations of the library. 

The Library currently employs a total of 41 employees, which along with the Director include 8 professional 

librarians holding a Masters in Information and Library Science.  These managerial positions are full-time at 

40 hours per week. There are 17 support staff members working 35 hours per week and 15 part-time staff 

working an average of 18 hours per week.  

The Main Library is open a total of 64 hours per week.  The branches are open 40 hours per week.  The 

Bookmobile is on the road 20 hours per week. All library locations are closed Sundays and holidays. 

The Library consists of the Main Library, four branches and 

a Bookmobile.  The Free Public Library was established by 

a city ordinance in 1852 and, beginning in 1857, housed in 

the building now used as City Hall until 1910.  Built as a City 

Hall in the 1830’s, the present building was reconstructed 

after a fire in 1906. Once reconstruction was complete, the 

buildings switched permanently. The New Bedford Free 

Public Library is among the earliest free municipal libraries 

in the United States.  

The Main Library has significant historical holdings. It 

holds the third largest collection worldwide of American 

Whaling materials, early 19th century Quaker materials, a 

wealth of material on the 19th century Abolition 

Movement, one of the oldest public genealogical resource 

departments in the nation, and a museum-quality collection of fine art. 

The Wilks, Howland-Green and Francis J. Lawler Branches were built with funds left in trust to the library by 

Sylvia Ann Howland-Green Wilks, whose mother was the famous financier Hetty Green.  The Wilks Branch 

was built first in 1958 and is located in the north end of the city at the southeast corner of Brooklawn Park. 

The Wilks Branch has a small collection of Portuguese materials and materials on Chinese culture purchased 

with funds left in trust to the library in memory of Chuck Woo.  It 

has the second highest circulation after the Main Library. 

The second branch to be built was the Francis J. Lawler Branch in 

1960.  It is located at the northeast corner of Buttonwood Park.  

This branch houses the Barnet Collection, which are books on 

Jewish religion and culture purchased with funds left in trust to the 

library by Roberta and Philip Barnet.  The Francis J. Lawler Branch 

also has an outside reading area, which was created by The Friends 

of Buttonwood Park, along with donations from the community. 
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The Howland-Green Branch was built in 1964 and is located in the south end of the city at the beginning of 

Rte. 18.  This branch houses an extensive collection of adult and juvenile Spanish materials. 

The Casa da Saudade Branch was originally established in 1971 with federal grant funds to meet the needs of 

the Portuguese community.  It was located on Rivet Street until 1975 when it moved to its present location, 

the former Thompson Street School in the south end of the city, which has been renamed the Sister Aurora 

Avelar Community Center. This may be the only branch in Massachusetts to serve this ethnic group. Fifty-five 

percent of the collection is in English and 45% in Portuguese.  Library programs are held in English & 

Portuguese and special events are offered to commemorate the Day of Portugal, the Cape Verdean 

Independence Day, and book releases by Portuguese authors or about Portuguese speaking people. 

The Bookmobile serves as a mobile library bringing books and materials to almost 20 schools, such as the 

Carter Brooks School, Parker School, All Saints Catholic School, Alma Del Mar, and Hathaway School. It has 

scheduled visits to places such as the Savoy Nursing and Rehabilitation Center and the McCoy Recreation & 

Early Learning Center and Sunshine’s Place.  The Bookmobile also serves various neighborhoods. 

Here are some statistical highlights from the FY2016 Annual Report Information Survey (ARIS): 

Total holdings 380,915 

Annual circulation of print materials 264,252 

Downloadable circulation 15,623 

Items loaned to other libraries 46,465 

Items borrowed from other libraries 59,386 

Total visitors 248,585 

Total number of registered borrowers 51,667 

 
In the past eighteen months, the library has accomplished the following things: 

 Completed wireless upgrades at all branches, including wireless printing services. 

 Updated staff workstations installed throughout Main Library and branches. 

 Updated the web site for easier access to current information and resources. 

 Installed cash management features making payment by debit 
or credit possible for patrons. 

 Revised the materials budget to increase purchases of new and 
popular materials. 

 Created quiet study areas and workspaces. 

 Established a Digital Learning area with upgraded Wi-Fi in the 
Main Library. 

 Installed new carpet throughout the Main Library. 

 Created a more desirable outside space around the Main 
Library and used the outside grounds for library programs. 

 Painted the interior of Wilks Branch and landscaped the 
Acushnet Ave. entrance. 

 Upgraded video security surveillance at Main Library. 

 Installed video security cameras at all branches. 
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In the past five years the library has focused on the following areas of service:  Branch Services; Information 
Services; Special Collections; and Circulation and Youth Services.  While this new strategic plan will 
incorporate all of these areas, there will be an increased focus on technology, diverse programs and literacy.  
Here are some statistics from the first quarter of FY17* related to the aforementioned areas of service: 
 

Circulation of print materials 60,409 

Digital downloads (eBooks and audio books)   4,084 

Portuguese and Spanish language materials 
circulated 

   1,948 

Adult programs: 47         47 

Adults attending programs      236 

Schools visited by the Bookmobile        46 

Field Trips hosted        21 

Teen programs        22 

Teens attending programs      152 

Children’s story hours        22 

Participants at story hours     109 

Visitors to the historical room     149 

Displays/Exhibits showcasing collection         3 

Visitors to rotating art exhibits   2,789 

 
*These first quarter numbers are on target or exceed the expectations of the FY17 projections. 
 

New Bedford Demographics & Master Plan 2020 
New Bedford has a total area of 24.1 square miles.  Here are some statistics based on the 2010 U.S. Census 
and data from the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. 
 

Total population 95,072       

Population density   4,754 

Age Break-down  

     -Under 5 years of age  6.9% 

     -Under 18 years of age 23.2% 

     -Over 65 years of age 14.6% 

Racial Make-up  

     -White 74.5% 

     -African American   6.4% 

     -Asian   0.9% 

     -American Indian and Alaska Native   1.3% 

     -Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander   0.1% 

     -Two or more races   5.7% 

     -Hispanic or Latino  16.7% 

     -White alone, not Hispanic or Latino 69.9% 

Language other than English 37.3% 

Total Housing Units 42,933 

Median Family Income $37,574 (down $38,684 in 2000) 

Persons in poverty 23.4% 

High School Graduation Rate 70.9 (2016 #4 – year adjusted  
(up from 61.4% in 2010) 

Bachelor’s Degree or higher 15.9% (up from 11% in 2000) 
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In response to the demographic information for New Bedford, the Library must consider how to meet the 
needs of the community.  Considering the growing number of baby boomers and individuals over 65, the 
Library needs to consider engaging this population and how they can contribute to services and programs 
the Library offers.   
 
The ethnic makeup of the city is estimated to be 33.8% Portuguese, 10.1% Puerto Rican, 9.1% French, 8.8% Cape 
Verdean, 6.9% Irish, 5.3% English. The Library must continue to serve these diverse populations, especially the 
Portuguese and Spanish communities.  The Library needs to continue investing in collections, ESL (English as 
a Second Language) programs, signage and publications, and hiring diverse staff who speak the languages 
and understand the cultures of these populations. 
 

One of the major areas the community would like to see the Library focus on in 
the next five years is supporting early literacy, school readiness and student 
success and increasing the educational attainment levels.  While the census 
numbers show an increase since 2000, there is still work to be done in these 
areas.  The impact of higher literacy rates and school success correlates to 
lowering the percentage of people living in poverty, as people are able to obtain 
employment with higher wages.  The Library is able to play a role in the economic 
development of New Bedford as a result of focusing on youth and families, and 
those seeking employment opportunities. 
 
 
 
 

In addition to the city’s demographic information, we felt it was important to look at the goals outlined in 
the New Bedford Master Plan 2020.  There are four objectives or statements that align with the library’s role 
in the community.  These are: 

1. Importance of sustainability 
2. Historic preservation 
3. Strengthening the downtown 
4. Protecting neighborhoods 

 
Also, within the Master Plan 2020, the Library fits directly into seven of the nine goals.  The following is a 
chart outlining the services the Library will support in these goals. 

 

Jobs & Business 
Increase support and services to existing and small 
businesses that strengthen pedestrian-friendly 
neighborhood commercial districts throughout the 
city and create new job opportunities for New 
Bedford families  

Develop the creative economy and cultural 
tourism as a leading edge growth sector 

Provide workforce development and training that 
aligns with emerging growth sectors 

Enhance and further develop current efforts 
of the City to communicate a positive 
message for economic growth opportunities 
that will continue to build on our momentum 
and tell our story—New Bedford is a good 
place in which to invest, do business, visit, and 
raise a family 
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Neighborhoods & Housing 
Promote a mixed-use environment in 
Downtown New Bedford and other 
commercial centers and corridors to ensure a 
vibrant community during the day, evening 
and weekends, that creates walkable village-
like neighborhoods throughout the city 

 

Open Space 
Expand outdoor recreational and open space 
opportunities for all New Bedford residents, 
regardless of age or ability 

Enhance the quality and appeal of New Bedford’s 
streetscapes 

Restore and enhance New Bedford’s park 
system’s historical and cultural 
characteristics 

 

Culture 
Strengthen our community and enhance 
neighborhood vitality by recognizing the 
city’s cultural diversity and increasing public 
participation in arts and culture 

Establish an economic strategy for the creative 
economy and tourism functions that is aligned with 
overall city development activities 
 

Promote and market the cultural and 
historical assets of New Bedford to 
transform the city’s image for both tourists 
and residents 

Educate and inspire the next generation of creative 
thinkers through advocating for arts education in the 
K–12 school system, and acknowledge and support the 
after-school providers and cultural institutions 

Foster sustainable cultural organizations  

Education 
Continue to improve the performance of 
students in the New Bedford school system 
and participants in other school system 
programs 

Engage the community’s participation in school 
programs, policy discussions, and events 

Continue to provide innovative educational 
opportunities to students, families, and 
adults 

Ensure maximum use of educational system resources 
and programs 

Promote the school system, highlight 
achievements and accomplishments, and 
disseminate good news to the community 

 

City Service & Resources 
Establish measurable methods for delivery of 
public services that improve efficiency, cost-
effectiveness, and sustainability 

Create and maintain a long-term vision for each City 
department in its planning, budgeting, and operations 
with strong collaboration across departments 

Build an effective communication strategy 
across departments to enhance public 
participation, availability of information, 
quality of public services, and efficiency 

 
 
 
 
 

City Governance 
Establish a system of measurable 
performance and cost-effective delivery 
standards 

Create greater opportunities for community 
engagement and volunteer involvement 
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Planning Process  
The New Bedford Free Public Library is at the end of its long-range plan for FY2013-2017.  In May 2016, the 

Library began the process of developing a new strategic plan for FY2018-FY2022.  The strategic plan was 

completed at the beginning of 2017, was reviewed and voted on by the Board of Library Trustees and then 

submitted for approval by the Massachusetts Board of Library Commissioners (MBLC). 

The New Bedford Free Public Library’s Strategic Plan provides a framework to meet the mission and vision of 

the library over the course of the next five years.  The strategic plan is necessary if the library is considering 

seeking grant and other funding at the local, state and federal levels. The New Bedford community was 

invited to participate in the planning process in a variety of ways.   

In May 2016, the Library Director began to search for an outside consultant to assist with the strategic 

planning process.  Deb Hoadley of Hoadley Consulting was hired to facilitate meetings, provide 

recommendations and assist with writing the final document.  Hoadley met with the Library Director in July 

to begin the assessment of the library facilities, services, technology & operations.  A timeline was set to 

meet the goal of completing the plan by January 2017. 

A Strategic Planning Steering Committee was formed made up of two Library Staff and three Trustees.  This 

committee met a total of four times from August 2016 to January 2017.  The purpose of this committee was 

to determine the number of focus groups and participants, choose a date for a Community Forum, advise on 

Library Survey, and make recommendations on the written plan. 

During the month of September, three focus groups were held.  The first was made up of key community 

stakeholders; the second were the Library Staff; and the third was the Board of Trustees.  At the same time a 

Strategic Planning Community Group of about fifteen community leaders was formed.    

The meetings consisted of an overview of the strategic planning process and the importance of the plan to 

the library, a look at the demographics of the city, a statistical snapshot of library services and discussion of 

the future of libraries. Members participated in two brainstorming exercises. The first was the S.O.A.R. 

(Strengths, Opportunities, Aspirations and Result) analysis.  The second was a Community Visioning exercise 

where members described their visions and hopes for the city of New Bedford.  Members then chose their 

priorities, and described how the library could play a role.  Members were asked to determine if the library 

would play a priority, partnership or supportive role and describe the actions necessary to make it happen. 

During September and October interviews were held with Mayor Mitchell, Rick Kidder, President and CEO of 

the New Bedford Area Chamber of Commerce and Linda Morad, Councilor at Large.  During these interviews, 

individuals were asked to talk about the Library’s strengths and opportunities as well as what they thought 

were the highest priorities for the library now and in the future.  The city’s master plan, New Bedford 2020, 

was referenced as a document to help the library align its goals to those outlined in the plan. 

On October 1, a Community Forum was held.  This was open to all community members.  Approximately 

twenty-five people attended.  The group was given a brief overview of the planning process and then they 

were asked to share as a large group what they loved about the library, and what they loved about the city 

of New Bedford.  In smaller groups, they discussed what the library could do with $10,000, $100,000 and 

$1,000,000 to improve services and programs.  
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At the Community Forum, the Library’s Strategic Planning Survey was launched.  This was available online 

through the library’s website and Facebook page, as well as in paper form.  There were 452 responses to the 

survey.   

After meeting with the Steering Committee and the Library Department Heads, it was determined the survey 

did not reach people who may not use the library.  A shorter survey was created to distribute to people 

going to the polls for the Presidential election.  This was only distributed in paper form.  There were 422 

responses to this survey.  (See Appendix for detailed information from both surveys.) 

Hoadley met with the Department Heads three times, including two meetings where the first draft of goals 

and objectives were presented.  The strategic directions were discussed and revised and preliminary 

activities were identified to accomplish each objective.  There was also a review of the nine goals listed in the 

New Bedford 2020 master plan and how the library fit into each of the goals. 

The Steering Committee met twice in November and January.  The first meeting was to review all the 

information gathered from the community, including an extensive review of both survey results.  This review 

led to the development of a draft mission, vision and a set of strategic goals. The second meeting was to 

review the aforementioned including the new objectives and activities and to make recommended changes 

to the first draft of the plan.  

The final plan was reviewed by the Mayor and then given to the Board of Library Trustees for final approval.  

The last step in the planning process was to submit the Strategic Plan to the MBLC for their approval. 

Assessment of User Needs 
As mentioned above, there were many opportunities for community engagement and feedback about the 
Library’s collection, services, programs, facilities and operations.  Approximately 1,000 community members 
took part in either a focus group, planning meeting, community meeting, survey or targeted feedback by 
patrons in each of the library locations.   
 
Based on the feedback during the SOAR exercise with various groups, here are the top results for the 
Library’s strengths, opportunities and aspirations. 
 
Strengths: 

 Staff 

 Collections (Books, DVDs, Special collections) 

 SAILS library network 

 Historical Building of the Main Library 

 Neighborhood branches 

 Center for the community 

 Celebrates diversity 

 Lifelong learning opportunities 

 Free to all 

 Programs 

 Friends of the Library Group 

 Support by Trustees and city officials 
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Opportunities: 

 Preservation of special collections and online/remote access to these collections to aid in local 
history and genealogy research 

 Partnerships with more community organizations, local businesses and educational institutions 

 Facilities – capital improvements both inside and outside grounds 

 Computers & Technology-updated 

 Use of volunteers 

 Tours – part of Destination New Bedford 

 More programs and events 

 Focus on Youth 

 Be a gathering place (with café) 

 Marketing campaign – awareness of what the library has to offer 

 Increased staff and hours 
 
Aspirations: 

 State of the Art facilities 

 Increased outreach and bookmobile services 

 Computer upgrades and new technology 

 Strategic partnerships 

 Trained staff 

 Free and equal Access to library services for everyone 
 
We also asked community members to tell us what they liked about New Bedford and what their hopes are 
for the future of the city.  This feedback aligns with the priorities laid out in the New Bedford 2020 Master 
Plan. 
 
Strengths: 

 Diversity 

 Lots of the things to do and see 

 Waterfront 

 Historical aspects of the city 

 Senior-friendly environment 

 Neighborhoods & communities – “small-town feel” 
 
Priorities and Aspirations: 

 Improve schools – higher educational attainment, school retention, better collaborations, and 
support early literacy 

 Reduce crime and improve safety 

 Creation of living wage and professional-level jobs, with higher job retention 

 Change perception of New Bedford as THE destination 
 
Some of the challenges and issues facing New Bedford citizens are:  

1. The economy 
2. Negative perception of safety within the city  
3. The geographic aspect of how the city runs north to south creating separation instead of integration 

of the city.  

 
 
 

“…provide more places 

and events for kids and 

teens to encourage 

them to continue with 

their education and to 

develop an interest and 

curiosity about the 

world.” 
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Surveys 
 
Two community surveys were completed in late November 2016.  The first survey was available online and in 
paper.  There were 452 responses to 26 questions.  Of the 26 questions, 18 were related to the Library and 8 
were demographic in nature.  Of the 452 respondents, there was a pretty equal distribution in age; 60% had 
children (birth-18); most were retired or working full-time; and 25% had no Internet access at home. 

 
Of the 452 respondents 88% have a library card, indicating the people who 
completed this survey were largely library users, with over 88% saying 
they visit the library at least once a month.  The main reason for people 
visiting the library is to borrow something (84%) followed by reading the 
newspapers and magazines (30.7%).    
 
One of the more astonishing findings was that 25% of the respondents did 
not have Internet access at home.  This is a high percentage of people, 
and speaks to the need for the library to provide public computers and 
other technology at all locations.  This result is also substantiated by 45% 

of people wanting the library to focus on having more public computers and Wi-Fi access available.  These 
statistics correlate with the number of people who do not use the downloadable, digital collection (69%) 
since they do not have access to the Internet outside of the library. 

 
The second survey was done during the national election and was 
a paper-only survey available in English and Portuguese.  The 
reason for this survey was to reach more non-users of the library.  
We needed to find out why they didn’t use the library and also ask 
what they would like to be able to do at the library in the future.  
We received 422 responses to this survey, thus achieving our goal 
of reaching non-users.    Of the 422, over 54% has rarely or never 
used the library (any location).  In the first survey, only 12% used 
the library every other month or less. 
 
Libraries are still the place for people to get materials, and this was evident with 75.5% answering,  
“Providing materials was the most important library service.”  This was followed by 42.8% responding, 
“Providing public computers and Wi-Fi access” and 36.9% responding “Promoting literacy among children 
and adults.”  There is a strong correlation to how people answered the question about where the Library 
should focus its resources.  The collection came up high at 67.6%, followed by programming for everyone at 
46.2%.  Providing library computers was 26.9%.  
 

 



 20 

A question we asked on both surveys was, “If you don’t use the library regularly, why not?” From the non-
users, the main reason for not using the library was they get their information from the Internet (30%) and 
they are too busy (30%).  Ranking the highest for both surveys was the library was too from their homes 
(26%), as well as not having transportation (26%) to get to the library.  That a quarter of the people have 
difficulty getting to the library supports the continued need for the branch locations and also increased need 
for the bookmobile service.  Another priority identified from the surveys is library awareness.  More needs to 
be done to brand and market the library. 
 

The survey also asked what people thought of the library’s building.  Since 
we did not isolate each branch location, more analysis will need to be done 
to find out about satisfaction for those buildings.  Overall people were very 
satisfied with the library’s cleanliness, lighting and accessibility.  The three 
areas identified as needing improvement are: Conditions on the outside of 
the building, the acoustics (noisiness of the library), and the provision of 
seating and tables.  Open responses included comments related to having 
the outside of the building more aesthetically pleasing, people loitering on 
the library’s grounds making it feel unsafe or presenting a barrier to those 
wanting to come into the library, not enough comfortable places to sit and 
the overall acoustics in the library itself, and the poor acoustics in the 
meeting room on the third floor of the Main Library. 
 

When asked about library services, people were satisfied with what the library is offering.  There were two 
major areas of dissatisfaction:  Parking and hours of operation.  People were also less satisfied with the 
amount of staff available to assist them. 
 
In the second survey, we asked what people would be most interested in doing at the library.  We also asked 
them what they would like to see happen at the library. Of the 260 responses, 60% said they would like to 
learn how to do something, like learning a language, a craft, and learning art skills.  In the open answers, 
people indicated they would like to see more computer classes, technology, children’s activities, adult 
workshops, and community-wide events. 
 
After reviewing all the information, six major priorities emerged and five minor priorities emerged for the 
Library.  In all of these priorities, there is an underlying assumption the Library upholds some basic tenets of 
librarianship.  It is seen as one of the most trusted community organizations.  It is a neutral, non-partisan 
place where all are welcome.  Librarians will fight for equal and free access to information. And it is the one 
of the most valuable assets in the city. 
 
Top six major priorities (which are reflected in the strategic goals in the action plan): 

1. Stimulate and inspire all ages (but specifically the adults) in lifelong learning opportunities. 
2. Provide access to information and up-to-date and emerging technologies. 
3. Literacy is top priority. 
4. Focus on young children and families; support early literacy and school readiness. 
5. Support students by providing resources, homework help and other services to help increase 

educational attainment and success in school. 
6. Build community engagement through partnerships and providing volunteer opportunities. 

 
 
 
 
 

“Servir a Comunidade 

Portuguesa em português, 

para que as nossas tradições 

não se percam e as gerações 

futuras tenham 

oportunidade de aprender e 

conviver com a Língua 

Portuguesa.” 
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Top five minor priorities (these are reflected throughout the plan in the various objectives and activities): 
1. Build more strategic partnerships. 
2. Maintain branch resources to support neighborhoods. 
3. Celebrate diversity. 
4. Increase library awareness in the community. 
5. Create opportunities for community members to take ownership and pride in the Library. 
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Mission 
The New Bedford Free Public Library, through free and equal access to materials, information, knowledge 
and technology, enriches the lives of the community by cultivating lifelong learners and readers. 
 

Vision 
To be New Bedford’s primary place to go for materials, information and educational support for all ages, 
learn about each other in a safe and welcoming environment, preserve local history, art and special 
collections for increased access, and build an engaged and connected community. 
 

Strategic Priorities 
1. Stimulate imagination and discovery 

2. Provide free and open access to information & technology  

3. Build greater partnerships and community engagement 

4. Focus on Youth & Families 

a. Early Literacy 

b. Support student achievement 

5. Literacy & Reading 

Goals and Objectives 

Goal 1:  Create Opportunities to Stimulate Imagination & Creativity  
 

Objective 1: Create welcoming, comfortable and accessible spaces where the community can 

connect and access library resources. 

Create welcoming, safe spaces where all are invited to engage in what the Library has to offer.  

Objective 2:  Provide diverse programs and events focusing on reading, culture and lifelong 

learning opportunities. 

Inspire and engage the community with a variety of programs and events. 

Objective 3: Create outreach and engagement services programs throughout New Bedford. 

To increase services and programs to underserved populations. 

Objective 4:  Invest in New Bedford’s distinctive communities and neighborhoods. 

By supporting and maintaining New Bedford’s vibrant and diverse neighborhoods. 

Objective 5:  Provide library hours to meet community demand. 

Improve public access to library services providing best hours of operation. 

Objective 6:  Create master capital plan of all library facilities for maintenance and preservation. 

To provide safe, secure buildings and grounds. 

Goal 2:  Be a Lead Provider to Information & Access to Technology 
 
Objective 1:  Be the primary source for accurate, current and relevant information. 

Raise awareness of the library as a primary source of national, state and local information. 

Objective 2: Provide patrons access to the digital world and opportunities to use new technology. 

Create a connected global community through online resources and technology. 

 Objective 3:  Improve library’s online presence. 

Improve navigation and search of library’s resources.  
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Objective 4:  Develop new branding and marketing campaign 

Raise public awareness of Library’s vast resources and services. 

Objective 5: Create exceptional customer experiences by trained experts and support emerging 

leaders. 

To ensure library staff training is ongoing, especially in the areas of information and technology. 

Goal 3:  Build Strategic Partnerships and Strengthen Community Engagement  
 
Objective 1:  Seek partnership opportunities benefiting whole community. 

To support the work of city departments/agencies, service providers, cultural groups and other 

community organizations. 

Objective 2: Be a tourist destination in the downtown area. 

Highlight the library’s historical importance, architecture, special collections and programs. 

Objective 3:  Develop formal volunteer program 

Involve the public in meaningful work through volunteer opportunities. 

Objective 4:  Increase and strengthen civic and community engagement. 

To provide opportunities for community members to share common visions, goals and interests. 

Goal 4:  Invest Library Resources to Support Youth and Families  
 
Objective 1:  Provide space and opportunities for youth and families in New Bedford for reading, 

playing and learning.  

Establish the Library as the leading community center for youth and families to read, play and learn 

together. 

Objective 2:  Support early literacy and school readiness efforts          

Partner and work with existing early childhood organizations and schools to support existing and 

new early literacy initiatives. 

Objective 3:  Provide support for students’ educational success. 

Join educational institutions in their efforts to raise educational attainment and increase students’ 

success at school. 

Goal 5:  Be a Community of Readers  
 
Objective 1:  Ignite New Bedford’s passion for reading. 

Provide readers with opportunities to engage in reading and excellent reader recommendations. 

Objective 2:  Create a vibrant, diverse and current collection in multiple formats  

Assist patrons in locating and discovering library materials. 

Objective 3:  Provide welcoming areas for reading, studying and working. 

Encourage reading, studying and working by providing comfortable and efficient seating and 

furnishings. 

Objective 4: Increase access and discovery of the special collection. 

To empower community members to access and discover information related to research, genealogy 

or other special information needs through discovery aides and programs. 
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Additional Considerations  
This section outlines some additional considerations. These are listed separately from the plan, as they 

require a commitment from the City.    

The New Bedford Free Public Library is an anchor for the community. Its mission and vision set out in this 

five-year plan is the framework for the work that needs to be done now and in the future to ensure the 

community’s access to information, services and programs.  The Library needs to leverage its strengths as a 

place and platform.  It is seen as the community center where all people are welcome.  It is also seen as a 

platform where knowledge and information can be accessed, created and shared. There are some key 

factors in how the Library must respond to the challenges ahead. 

Based on “Rising to the Challenge: Re-envisioning Public Libraries” by the Aspen Institute, today’s public 

library must be key partners in the educational, economic and civic health of the community.  Libraries must 

be a platform for learning, creativity and innovation. People must have “access to digital networks and 

digital literacy skills” in order to fully engage in today’s society. To do this, libraries need to be more than just 

a warehouse of books and materials.  They must provide access to knowledge and support digital literacy in 

new and innovative ways. 

Ways the library must re-envision its role is by looking at these three factors:  People, Place and Platform.  

The New Bedford Free Public Library must continue to strengthen relationships, create opportunities for 

community engagement, and increase ways to build human capacity.  It must be a catalyst for economic 

development, social connections, neighborhood growth, and be a welcoming, safe place for all.  There must 

be access to information and resources in the virtual space of the library. And lastly, the Library must also be 

the platform where discovery, creativity and new knowledge can be shared and curated, which supports 

learning and civic needs. 

A critical area to the library as a “place” is the current public perception of the library.  There is serious 

concern around personal safety.  Three areas to be addressed at the downtown location are:  1) The reality 

of the current restroom situation; 2) continued security and access for the outside grounds; and 3) the 

necessity of personnel to ensure security and safety.  With these concerns remedied, people will visit the 

library and will participate in the services and programs outlined in this Plan, providing community members 

access to information, services and programs needed to enhance their quality of life. 

Another consideration for the future is how the New Bedford Free Public Library will define itself.  There is 

some confusion today on how the Library identifies itself.  There are three separate, but equally important 

roles that need to be addressed.  The library is perceived as an urban library; a museum of artifacts and art; 

and as a historical society with historic manuscript and print materials documenting the community.  For this 

Strategic Plan, attention is mainly focused on the urban library, with specific goals for the special collections 

(archives, art, historic objects and genealogical materials).  It is recommended that a separate strategic plan 

be created for the special collections, with its own mission and vision.  While this will be a separate plan, it 

should be closely aligned with the Library’s plan related to the preservation of the collection and historical 

aspects of the downtown location.  

In today’s society there has been a shift from looking at the “digital divide” to looking at “digital readiness.”  

While there are still concerns about the “haves” and “have nots,” there is a pivot in looking at how 
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technology adoption affects people’s readiness and preparedness for today’s society.  There is now a focus 

on people’s digital skills and their trust in technology and use, especially in the areas of online learning.   

In a recent study done by the Pew Research Center, 93% of people surveyed considered themselves lifelong 

learners, regardless of their educational attainment level. Of the 93% who said they were learners, 60% of 

them said it was difficult to know if online information was trustworthy.  To extend this further, people who 

used the library were 3% more likely to use the Internet for personal learning and 5% more likely to take an 

online course than those who didn’t use the library.   

The Library’s Strategic Plan focuses heavily on supporting education and creating opportunities for lifelong 

learning. While some resources are outlined in the plan, libraries are often the only places in the community 

providing access to technology for everyone.  Libraries need to provide up-to-date and emerging 

technologies, as well as provide training and support to those who need it.  A major partner for the New 

Bedford Free Public Library is the SAILS Network.  They support the library catalog, facilitate delivery of 

materials, negotiate with vendors on best pricing for hardware and software, and provide necessary training 

for library staff. Technology is such a major part of the SAILS Network’s focus; there is a separate 

Technology Plan to focus on all the aspects just mentioned.  From this plan they state, “assist its members 

use 21st century technology tools to serve their patrons and to detail the steps the network needs to take to 

ensure its members successful implementation of technology.” A major part of the Library’s budget supports 

the SAILS Network, and this needs to be maintained and continued.  Due to the support of SAILS, the Library 

can provide its patrons access to technology, especially the library catalog and eResources, including 

downloadable eBooks and audio books.  

The Library also receives support from the City of New Bedford Management of Information Services.  They 

install equipment and also provide website support.  Due to the increased need for the Library to provide up-

to-date technology and increase its online presence, it is recommended the Library, in collaboration with the 

City, create a more comprehensive Technology Plan.  This plan would include a current inventory of staff and 

patron computers, software and other technologies, such as the Wi-Fi capacity.  This would be done at all 

the library locations.  Maintenance and purchasing schedules should be included, with specific capital 

expenditures needed to provide the library with up-to-date technology. These schedules must also 

anticipate emerging technology needs, such as a mobile app, mobile devices, and hotspots. 

In order for the Library to meet the goals and objectives outlined in this plan, there are two other aspects for 

consideration.  The first is sustainability.  The Library must have a reliable source of income provided by local, 

state and national funding.  Advocacy at all levels is needed to ensure that current funding is not further 

reduced.  The Library must also explore alternative sources of income and create new business models as 

outlined in the action plan.  The measure of how well the Library succeeds should be based on outcomes and 

not on counting activities.  How the library is impacting the lives of the community it serves should be the 

question, not how many materials have circulated or how many people have used a computer.  While some 

statistics can be used as a measure of growth, they should be used in conjunction with the benefits, rather 

than strictly a return on investment. 

The Strategic Plan has identified ways to provide professional development opportunities for Library staff 

and explore ways to re-organize and re-align job descriptions to best meet the needs of the community. With 

continued support from the City and the Board of Library Trustees the initiatives in this plan will be 

attainable. 
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The other key aspect is the role of the library as a community leader.  Improving communications with 

community leaders, developing library champions and strengthening intersections with diverse communities 

is essential to the community’s success.  The Library is the linchpin in gathering all the key stakeholders, 

convening civic conversations, providing access and leveraging the knowledge of today’s information 

highway.   

This plan will be successful if the Library continues to remain flexible and adjusts to technological advances.  

Partnering with the City of New Bedford to help the Library achieve what has been set out in the plan is 

essential for the Library to continue to improve its services and programs to meet the needs of the 

community. 
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Five-Year Action Plan  
This is the working plan including the activities related to each of the goals and objectives.  The purpose of 
this chart is to help set benchmarks to achieving the plan. 

Goal 1:  Create Opportunities to Stimulate Imagination & Creativity  
Objective and Activities Responsible Party Timeframe Notes 

1:  Create welcoming, comfortable and accessible spaces where the community can connect and 
access library resources. 
Benefit/Outcome: Create welcoming, safe spaces where all are invited to engage in what the Library has 
to offer. 

a. Evaluate and recommend safety 
procedures and implementation at 
all locations. 

   

b. Investigate using volunteers as 
greeters and provide basic 
guidance to the building. 

   

c. Provide comfortable and efficient 
furniture in all locations for 
reading, learning, studying and 
collaborations. 

   

d. Improve and expand exhibition 
spaces, including lighting, and 
display units. 

   

e. Review all library locations for 
accessibility and follow 
recommendations for greater 
access for all. 

   

f. Annually review and update library 
policies and procedures 
accordingly. 

   

2.  Provide diverse programs and events focusing on reading, culture and lifelong learning 
opportunities. 
Benefit/Outcome:  Inspire and engage the community with a variety of programs and events. 

a. Develop ongoing lifelong learning 
opportunities based on patron 
interests and hobbies. 

   

b. Continue to provide diverse 
cultural programs, including local 
history topics. 

   

c. Provide opportunities for creative, 
shared learning experiences 
through non-traditional 
programming. 

   

d. Investigate opportunities to 
create a media/digital lab for 
recording and other creative 
projects. 

   

e. Coordinate programs and services 
among all locations to create 
consistent and equitable access. 
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f. Seek community experts and 
volunteers to provide programs, 
services and share special skills 
and knowledge. 

   

3.  Create outreach and engagement throughout New Bedford. 
Benefit/Outcome:  To increase services and programs to underserved populations. 

a. Work in collaboration with the 
Urban Library Council and Housing 
Development Authority, for early 
literacy and outreach to families. 

   

b. Collaborate with other agencies 
and organizations to determine 
areas of greatest need. 

   

c. Review current bookmobile 
service to determine effectiveness 
and outreach. 

   

d. Investigate ways to best reach 
underserved populations and non-
English speakers. 

   

g. Create a professional-level 
position to coordinate extensive 
outreach program and supervise 
all branch locations. 

   

e. Seek and secure funding to 
provide new furnishings based on 
informed decisions. 

   

4.  Invest in New Bedford’s distinctive communities and neighborhoods. 
Benefit/Outcome: Support the diverse and vibrant neighborhoods in New Bedford. 

a. Develop resources, services and 
staff to reflect the diverse needs 
of the neighborhoods they serve. 

   

b. Investigate innovative space 
planning ideas to make library 
spaces more flexible and 
responsive to patron needs. 

   

c. Collaborate on creative projects 
with community members 
providing outreach and 
opportunities to highlight 
neighborhoods. 

   

d. Annually evaluate policies and 
practices to eliminate barriers for 
patrons. 

   

5.  Provide library hours to meet community demand. 
Benefit/Outcome:  Improve public access to library services providing best hours of operation. 

a. Review and analyze library use 
during open hours to evaluate 
maximum use times by certain 
target audiences. 
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b. Investigate and determine best 
hours of operation at all locations. 

   

c. Seek sustainable funding for 
increased hours and staff 
necessary to meet patron needs. 

   

6.  Create master capital plan of all library facilities for maintenance and preservation. 
Benefit/Outcome:  To provide safe, secure buildings and grounds. 

a. Perform annual review for all 
library facilities with city officials 
to determine capital projects. 

   

b. Develop maintenance and 
preservation plan of all library 
facilities. 

   

c. Investigate alternative safety and 
security measures at each library 
facility, including using security 
personnel both inside and outside 
the Main Library 

   

 

Goal 2:  Be a Lead Provider to Information & Access to Technology 
Objective and Activities Responsible Party Timeframe Notes 

1:  Be the primary source for accurate, current and relevant information. 
Benefit/Outcome: Raise awareness of the library as a primary source of national, state and local 
information. 

a. Meet with community 
organizations to determine what 
is already available and what is 
needed. 

   

b. Gather information from local 
agencies about services they 
provide. 

   

c. Create a directory (print & online) 
of resources to meet community 
needs. 

   

2.  Provide patrons access to the digital world and opportunities to use new technology. 
Benefit/Outcome: Create a connected global community through online resources and technology 

a. Maintain and update computers 
(public and staff), Wi-Fi access and 
software. 

   

b. Acquire new technology and 
upgrade software to enhance 
workflows and products. 

   

c. Provide full access to library 
materials for people with 
disabilities. 

   

d. Provide learning opportunities for 
staff to investigate and explore 
emerging technology 
developments. 
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e. Create a learning lab where 
anyone can experiment with new 
technology. 

   

3.  Improve library’s online presence. 
Benefit/Outcome: Improve navigation and search of library’s resources.  

a. Evaluate usability of the library’s 
website and catalog. 

   

b. Continue to increase social media 
presence. 

   

c. Develop and launch a library app 
to improve mobile access. 

   

d. Work with city on best practices 
and access to improve online 
presence. 

   

f. Work with SAILS library network 
on improvements and changes to 
the catalog and access to online 
databases and downloadable 
materials. 

   

e. Consider launching virtual exhibits 
and utilizing virtual reality 
technologies. 

   

4. Develop new branding and marketing campaign. 
Benefit/Outcome: Raise public awareness of Library’s vast resources and services. 

a. Develop and implement branding 
campaign, including a new logo, 
which can be expanded to include 
unique aspects of all library 
locations. 

   

b. Create a request for proposal and 
hire branding and marketing 
consultant. 

   

c. Produce formal templates and 
style guide for all print and online 
communications. 

   

d. Offer a unique New Bedford 
library card. 

   

e. Schedule regular staff meetings to 
improve communications and 
create consistent and strong 
promotion of the library. 

   

5.  Create exceptional customer experiences by trained experts and support emerging leaders. 
Benefit/Outcome: To ensure library staff training is ongoing, especially in the areas of information and 
technology. 

a. Create staff development plan of 
training and professional 
opportunities, focusing primarily 
on customer service and emerging 
technology. 
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b. Continue to pay for library 
association dues for key 
personnel. 

   

c. Investigate learning opportunities 
(online and in-person) from SAILS, 
MLS and other professional 
organizations. 

   

d. Send staff to professional 
conferences and provide 
opportunities to share with staff. 

   

e. Trustees will continue to invest 
and support professional 
development of staff through 
scholarships. 

   

f. Expand existing organizational 
chart and create job descriptions 
relevant to achieving excellent 
customer experiences. 

   

 

Goal 3:  Build Strategic Partnerships and Strengthen Community Engagement  

Objective and Activities Responsible Party Timeframe Notes 

1:  Seek partnership opportunities benefiting the whole community. 
Benefit/Outcome: To support the work of city departments/agencies, service providers, cultural groups 
and other community organizations. 

a. Convene community 
conversations with groups that 
share the Library’s interest in 
enhancing social welfare and 
cultural engagement. 

   

b. Develop a formal plan to work 
with strategic partners on 
community projects. 

   

c. Support economic development 
efforts by providing resources and 
services to job seekers, local 
businesses, entrepreneurs and 
organizations support job 
creation. 

   

d. Participate in appropriate citywide 
events and programs.  

   

2.  Be a tourist destination in the downtown area. 
Benefit/Outcome: Highlight the library’s historical importance, architecture, special collections and 
programs. 

a. Investigate feasibility of creating a 
docent program for tours of Main 
Library. 

   

b. Create information and displays 
related to the historical aspects of 
the library. 
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c. Partner with city of New Bedford 
on promotional and tourist 
opportunities enhancing Library’s 
presence as a focal destination. 

   

d. Highlight programs and events 
happening on the library grounds, 
as well as inside the library. 

   

e. Launch listening tour of art and 
special collections at the Main 
Library. 

   

3.  Develop formal volunteer program. 
Benefit/Outcome: Involve the public in meaningful work through volunteer opportunities. 

a. Work with the Friends of the 
Library to identify individuals who 
may be interested in volunteering. 

   

b. Create job descriptions of 
volunteer work and expectations. 

   

c. Partner with high school for teen 
volunteer program, which 
supports community service 
requirements. 

   

d. Continue to provide and expand 
internship opportunities in 
partnership with higher 
educational institutions. 

   

4.  Increase and strengthen civic and community engagement. 
Benefit/Outcome: To provide opportunities for community members to share common visions, goals and 
interests. 

a. Convene civic conversations 
related to issues that matter in the 
community. 

   

b. Publicize available meeting space 
for neighborhood discussions. 

   

c. Offer space to civic leaders to hold 
office hours and meet 
constituents. 

   

d. Help support community 
conversation by finding facilitators 
and experts to guide discussions. 

   

e. Equip library board members with 
resources and training 
opportunities to learn how to 
raise awareness of the library’s 
value and be advocates at the 
local, state and national level. 

   

f. Library Board will work with 
library administration on creating 
benchmarks to achieve the goals 
and objectives outlined in the 
Strategic Plan. 
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Goal 4:  Invest Library Resources to Support Youth and Families  

Objective and Activities Responsible Party Timeframe Notes 

1:  Provide space and opportunities for youth and families in New Bedford for reading, playing 
and learning. 
Benefit/Outcome: Establish the Library as the leading community center for youth and families to read, 
play and learn together. 

a. Hire professional-level Youth 
Services Coordinator to oversee 
the department, including 
collection development, 
programming, services, outreach 
and supervision of staff serving 
youth and their families. 

   

b. Create interactive spaces to allow 
for discovery and stimulate the 
imagination and creativity of 
children and their families. 

   

c. Investigate spaces in each location 
for noise reduction and separate 
spaces to be used for individual, 
small and large group activities. 

   

d. Develop a robust programming 
schedule for youth and families. 

   

e. Create list of community 
resources supporting youth and 
families. 

   

2.  Support early literacy and school readiness efforts.         
Benefit/Outcome:  Partner and work with existing early childhood organizations and schools to support 
existing and new early literacy initiatives. 

a. Research and support New 
Bedford organizations that 
provide services for children birth 
to age 5. 

   

b. Continue and create new strategic 
partnerships with organizations to 
support and provide programs 
related to school readiness. 

   

c. Collaborate with educational 
institutions on building a resource 
list providing services to families. 

   

d. Participate in any meetings related 
to early literacy education and 
school readiness, especially “Birth 
to Three.” 

   

e. Increase family outreach services 
and accessibility of library 
resources, programs and services 
by utilizing the bookmobile. 
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f. Provide programming for young 
children and their 
parents/caregivers focusing on 
early literacy practices. 

   

3.  Provide support for students’ educational success. 
Benefit/Outcome: Join educational institutions in their efforts to raise educational attainment and 
increase students’ success at school. 

a. Encourage more active 
communication between the 
schools and public libraries. 

   

b. Collaborate with more teachers to 
provide materials supporting the 
curriculum in a timely manner for 
students and families. 

   

c. Increase engagement with the 
school committee, attending 
school meetings and meet with 
school staff on a regular basis. 

   

d. Provide library orientations, which 
include school administration, 
teachers, school librarians, 
students and parents. 

   

e. Create a homework help center in 
collaboration with potential 
partners and volunteers at all 
library locations. 

   

f. Develop floating collection of 
materials that support teachers 
and students specifically related 
to common core. 

   

g. Seek sustainable funding for 
student-oriented learning. 

   

h. Cultivate students’ research skills 
to align with curriculum and foster 
use of primary and secondary 
sources. 

   

 
 

Goal 5:  Be a Community of Readers  

Objective and Activities Responsible Party Timeframe Notes 

1:  Ignite New Bedford’s passion for reading. 
Benefit/Outcome: Provide readers with opportunities to engage in reading and excellent reader 
recommendations. 

a. Provide opportunities for patrons 
to participate in literacy programs 
and events, such as local author 
talks and summer reading 
programs.  
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b. Seek ways for writers to share and 
engage with their readers. 

   

c. Reestablish the One Book, One 
Community program. 

   

d. Partner with organizations on 
events and programs with a New 
Bedford literary connection, such 
as Moby Dick. 

   

e. Expand book club offerings at all 
locations. 

   

f. Investigate reading 
recommendation tools, such as 
Goodreads to increase 
recommended reading lists and 
innovative ways to show reviews 
and patron recommendations. 

   

g. Provide staff training for readers’ 
advisory (including Novelist), and 
time to explore and reading 
interests. 

   

2.  Create a vibrant, diverse and current collection in multiple formats.  
Benefit/Outcome: Assist patrons in locating and discovering library materials. 

a. Review and evaluate collection for 
currency, relevance and condition 
on a consistent and ongoing basis 
to actively curate collection. 

   

b. Create consistent, regular print 
and online publications 
recommending books using 
website tools, email, social media 
and other communication tools. 

   

c. Investigate ways to better display 
new materials and promote 
collections. 

   

d. Purchase new display units and 
supplies to increase collection 
promotion. 

   

e. Experiment with displaying 
collections grouped by topic. 

   

f. Create signage throughout the 
library highlighting areas and 
collections, including a map of the 
central and branch libraries and 
provide these in multiple 
languages. 

   

g. Secure funds to continue 
membership in the SAILS Library 
Network. 
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3.  Provide welcoming areas for reading, studying and working. 
Benefit/Outcome: Encourage reading, studying and working by providing comfortable and efficient 
seating and furnishings. 

a. Review current library floor plans, 
including current seating and 
furnishings in each library location 
and evaluate based on comfort 
and efficient use. 

   

b. Prioritize purchasing new seating 
and furniture at each location. 

   

c. Gather community feedback when 
possible on current and potential 
efficiencies, as well as comfort 
with regards to space and 
furniture. 

   

d. Determine how patrons and staff 
engage with the whole space in 
each location and decide how to 
make changes based on human 
behavior design. 

   

h. Investigate areas of the Library 
where people can gather and 
enjoy food, drink and 
conversation. 

   

e. Collaborate with the Friends of 
the Library to work on 
improvement projects. 

   

f. Seek and secure funding to 
provide new furnishings based on 
informed decisions. 

   

4.  Increase access and discovery of the special collection. 
Benefit/Outcome: To empower community members to access and discover information related to local 
and national history, art, genealogy or other special information needs through discovery aides and 
programs. 

a. Identify and prioritize special 
collections (art, historical, local) to 
be catalogued and digitized. 

   

b. Facilitate expanded access to art 
and historical collections by 
transferring analog historical 
research indexes to digital format. 

   

c.  Seek funding for digitization, 
through continued use of the 
Digital Commonwealth grant 
program, other grant 
opportunities and investment of 
private organizations. 

   

d. Create long-range plan for 
digitization of catalogued art and 
historical collections. 
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e. Investigate reformatting of 
outdated media in special 
collections to preserve these 
materials for accessibility. 

   

f. Create research indexes and 
update existing discovery tools for 
easier navigation and search for 
public access, both print and 
online. 

   

g. Use library website to highlight 
histories of library and specific 
objects/documents in special 
collections. 

   

h. Investigate innovative 
programming ideas highlighting 
unique pieces found in special 
collections. 

   

 


