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—I’m proud that the HPPL is my Library

—Very appealing atmosphere

—It’s a safe place

—A welcoming and personable staff

—All ages are in the Library together

—The Library has become the center of Highland Park life

The above comments are examples of the overwhelmingly positive responses from
residents of Highland Park to the surveys, focus groups, and town meeting we held in
order to gather opinions for the 2012–15 strategic plan. The residents of our town
recognize the Library as a valuable institution where young children discover the world of
books and learning, where teenagers find help with challenging school projects, where
adults escape a hectic day by reading favorite authors, where businesses and job seekers
obtain resources and expertise to move forward, and where the entire community finds
programs to expand personal horizons and forge community connections.

In recent years, the pace of change has quickened in the library world, and that’s created
challenges. Among them are an exponential increase in the digitization of content, a
dramatic change in the ways people seek information, the advent of new communication
technologies, transformations in the publishing industry, a growing population of older
people who are choosing to age in place, and the recent recession, which has had an
immediate and long-lasting impact on the Library. We also face the problems of having to
provide library services in a 90-year-old facility that was last updated a generation ago.

This strategic plan will be an essential tool for guiding library staff and the Board of
Trustees in meeting those challenges. The plan was developed by the Strategic Planning
Committee of the board with extensive input from the community. The plan identifies key
priorities for the next four years for meeting the needs of people of all ages, for
maintaining the Library’s physical and technological infrastructure, and for ensuring the
availability of needed funding. 

The core of the Highland Park Public Library consists of a dedicated staff, generous
volunteers and donors, and enthusiastic users. We pledge to continue—and to enhance—
the role of the Library as the social, intellectual, and cultural center of our community.

Sincerely,

Jane Stanley, Director Marc Mappen, President, Board of Trustees 

Letter to Highland Park residents
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In 2011, we launched a community-wide library
planning process to create and develop a multiyear
strategic plan that would guide future development of
the Highland Park Public Library. We knew we wanted
to build on our current successes and position
ourselves to anticipate and respond to future
challenges in a thoughtful and deliberate manner. 

From the beginning, we understood that an open
process would result in a more comprehensive and
inclusive result. With that in mind, we invited
residents to participate in numerous focus groups,
attend a town meeting, and complete an online
survey. Every resident who wanted to participate was
encouraged to do so. 

During the course of our planning project, more than
550 Highland Park residents and stakeholders
participated in the project by providing suggestions,
comments, and ideas for the future. We remain very
grateful for the time that residents spent talking to us
about what we do.

The vision and direction outlined here consider what’s best for Highland Park residents in
terms of library service and are realistic about changes the community can and will
support. For local government, challenging economic times are forcing tough choices
when it comes to providing education and social services. The Library wants to be a
partner with borough government and other local organizations and agencies to ensure
that Highland Park remains the jewel of Middlesex County.

Consultants Alan and Leslie Burger of Library Development Solutions assisted us by
providing a planning framework and facilitating meetings with the Planning Committee.
Members of our Board of Trustees, our Library Director Jane Stanley, and staff members
participated and recruited people for the meetings.
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A focused Highland Park 
Public Library direction



What we believe
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The Highland Park Public Library is supported by thousands of Highland Park residents who
value the role the Library plays in the community. It is our interactions with those residents
that helped shape our vision and mission.

Our Vision for the Future
By 2020, the Highland Park Public Library will be the social, intellectual, and cultural center
of our community.

Our Mission
The Highland Park Public Library—an essential and vital community resource—satisfies the
varied interests of residents of all ages by providing welcoming space, programs, diverse
collections, and up-to-date technology that make Highland Park a better place to learn 
and work. 

Our Shared Values
The Highland Park Public Library staff and trustees will achieve this vision and mission by
embracing the following values in our commitment to the community.

� We promote the literacy, learning, and civic engagement necessary for a 
healthy democracy.

� We provide an accessible, appealing, comfortable, and well-maintained library where 
everyone feels welcome.

� We invest in our facility so as to provide a modern, uncluttered, and 
friendly environment.

� We invest in the technological infrastructure required to create digitally literate citizens.

� We extend ourselves to offer a great library experience by hiring friendly, 
knowledgeable, and helpful staff.

� We build community by creating connections among Highland Park’s 
diverse populations.

� We believe we can be more effective together, so we partner and collaborate with 
other community organizations.

� We are careful stewards of public assets and resources, including our own facility.
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The Library has much to be proud of in
accomplishments during the past few
years. Some of the more important of
them would include:

� Establishment of the first open-
source public library catalog in 
New Jersey

� More-effective and more-efficient 
use of resources by creation of our 
new, open-source catalog

� Well-attended, high-quality programming with a record year of attendance in 2011

� Community and borough support for the Library’s budget and activities

� High-quality and well-attended children’s programs

� The addition of OverDrive e-book service

� Redesign of the Library web site

� Increased emphasis on customer service

� Increased offerings of teen programs

� Increased offerings of popular and topical adult programs

� Launch of the Library’s e-newsletter

� Expanded media collections

� Success of Friends of the Library and its book sale

� Increasing role of volunteers in assisting the Library

Accomplishments



The opportunity ahead
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Yesterday and Today
Now 90 years old, the Highland Park Public Library was founded in 1922 with 20,000
books circulated in its first year. Today, there are more than 3,400 visits to the Library
weekly and more than 178,000 items are loaned annually. 

The Highland Park Public Library has a reputation for providing excellent service.
It is a home away from home for readers, writers, children, adults, neighbors, and visitors
to our community. There are revolutionary changes under way nowadays in publishing,
technology, newspapers, music, teaching, learning, and information seeking; and people
are still coming to the Library to enjoy the experience and interact with staff and each
other as they navigate those changes.

Participants in the feedback to the Library for this plan continue to identify the Library
primarily as a place for popular materials. The plan also reinforces the Library’s critical role
as a civic and social center of the community. In addition, the plan attempts to address
some of the constraints imposed by an older building on our plans for services in the
future. To the extent that the 1994 renovation and expansion are approaching 20 years,
much continues to change in contemporary libraries. The pace of that change is not
slowing, and the Highland Park Public Library still embodies our common community
aspirations and priorities. 

Greater Reach and Use
The Library is well respected and well attended. Highland Park’s diversity is evident every
day in the Library, with people of all ages, people of diverse ethnicities, and people
speaking various languages actively engaged in the Library. Although we are proud of our
current library, our aim is to extend the Library to many more residents who may not now
be frequent users or visitors. The Highland Park Public Library belongs to them also, and
therefore, over the next four years we will do our best to ensure that the Library has
relevance and importance to every person in our community.

In the past few years, we have seen an increase in program participation, computer use,
and other service areas where we use metrics to measure performance. In the past two
years, we have seen a small decrease (with a small rebound in 2011) in borrowing and
visits that were direct results of reduced hours and a reduced book budget. We are
committed to reversing the trend by employing strategies in this plan to improve and
enhance collections, programs, staff, hours, services, and the building in ways that excite
and please residents of all ages. 
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The Future Highland
Park Public Library
There is no doubt that the Highland
Park Public Library, along with every
other library in New Jersey, will change
dramatically in the next 5 to 10 years.
Current trends indicate that library use
will continue to grow as people
continue to rely on libraries for current
technology, content distribution, and
content creation, as well as their
expectation that the libraries will serve
as social gathering spaces, learning and
literacy centers, and places for 
civic engagement.

This plan will ensure that the Highland Park Public Library thinks about the kind of future it
wants to create and then offer to the community.

Strategic priorities
The strategic planning process resulted in the identification of five main priorities for
providing focus and direction from 2012 to 2015. The specific statistical outcomes along
with the metrics that measure our progress will guide annual board and staff planning.

Those main priorities through the year 2015 are to:

A. Invest in infrastructure

B. Increase community involvement

C. Increase the Library’s reach

D. Integrate technology

E. Ensure sustainability



Strategic  priorities
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A. Invest in infrastructure
Through 2015, the Highland Park Public Library will:

1. Begin plans for updating and refreshing the library building to meet the 
changing needs of the community and add value to the user experience, with 
assistance from an architect and space planner
a. Address much-needed and delayed capital improvements 
b. Replace carpeting throughout the Library
c. Modernize and upgrade the restrooms to provide a clean and convenient space for all ages
d. Modernize and upgrade the meeting room to meet current standards
e. Upgrade the heating, ventilating, and air-conditioning system
f. Redesign the reference area to create both quiet and group study areas 
g. Complete an assessment of the reference function, including an evaluation of 

the collection 
h. Create a plan to repurpose portions of the current reference area for dedication to 

both quiet study and group study
i. Create additional seating and space for public computers
j. Make it easier to browse the library collection
k. Create a new materials display by using bookstore concepts like low shelving, face-out 

displays, and display tables
l. Reduce clutter in the stacks through weeding, and free up the bottom and top shelves 

of tall shelving 
m. Create a technology center for public and staff learning
n. Design a modern, flexible space for technology instruction with up to eight 

workstations, an instructor workstation, a data projector or smart board, and other 
peripherals such as scanners, and digital devices 

o. Review and expand parking alternatives

2. Begin plans for updating and refreshing the library’s collections and services 
to meet the changing needs of the community and add value to the 
user experience
a. Develop a new collection development plan that would rebalance and renew 

the collection 
b. The collection is still being rebuilt after a few lean years, and further attention to 

popular materials in multiple copies is warranted
c. Provide additional copies of current popular books and DVDs
d. Designate a language-learning area where native speakers of English and new learners 

of English can use language-learning programs and databases
e. Grow the graphic novel, Manga, and video game collections
f. Augment OverDrive with other available e-book vendors
g. Improve customer satisfaction with the library’s DVD collection by developing a cleaning 

and inspection process to prevent the circulation of damaged DVDs. Purchase 
a new cleaning machine.
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3. Develop a staffing plan to meet 
changing demands and to deliver 
expected service for residents 
a. Evaluate the need for reinstating the 

teen librarian position full time
b. Reinstate a full-time technologist to the 

staff to coordinate all of the Library’s 
information technology programs and 
its network infrastructure

c. Review the need for alternative solutions 
to building maintenance 

d. Consider creating a dedicated part-time 
or full-time public relations and 
marketing position

4. Provide structured after-school homework help and other 
after-school programs
a. Create positive library experiences for middle school and high school students by 

providing homework help, tutors, study space, teen tech time, and other 
after-school programs 

b. Offer programs and activities for gamers 

5. Increase the number of volunteers and hours of operation and define 
volunteer jobs 
a. Recruit interns from Rutgers University to provide both routine help and assistance 

with special projects 
b. Plan to increase annual volunteer hours  
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B. Increase community involvement

Highland Park’s diverse community is the pulse of the
Library. More community members should be taking
advantage of all the Library has to offer. We want people
to become reacquainted with the Library by becoming
more involved, more committed, and active users. This
priority focuses on specific methods to achieve that goal.

The Library will invite, welcome, and engage larger
numbers of residents in library activities by reducing
certain barriers to involvement and increasing the rewards and benefits associated with
attending library programs and activities. The Library will focus on measuring and increasing
the value of the user experience to help attract new users and advocates.

Although library program attendance is steady and attracts an enthusiastic group of
participants, other indicators of library use have shown slower growth but with rebounds
occurring in 2011.1

1. Increase community use of the Library
a. Determine how to restore library hours reduced in 2010 
b. Review and change any policies that are barriers to use
c. Launch open-shelf holds and self-check of materials to increase customer convenience 

and transaction capacity 

2. Develop new programs that encourage active participation by larger numbers 
of residents
a. Investigate products to help record and distribute library programs via podcast or 

streaming video to reach people unable to attend a program
b. Reemphasize adult programming by expanding offerings that would reengage adults 

with the Library 
c. Consider contracting with a vendor for online webinars, test prep, and career assistance 
d. Develop new programs that would tap into the talent available in Highland Park 

and Rutgers
e. Partner with groups of retired executives to help residents who may need business 

start-up assistance
f. Provide job, career, and résumé counseling for residents 
g. Continue to offer college counseling sessions and programs so that the Library 

becomes noted—and the place to go—for such assistance 

1 Library visits decreased in 2010 due to the reduction in hours of operation, and registrations decreased after the library
migrated to a new, integrated library system and updated its user database. 
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3. Expand advocacy efforts and reinforce the Library’s identity to more residents
a. Continue to develop cross-promotion activities and events with other local 

organizations and businesses, especially downtown
b. Launch an identity project to determine colors, icons, symbols, and a tagline for the

Library to use on all materials
c. Build and promote a museum pass program for library users

C. Increase the Library’s reach

The Highland Park Public Library reaches residents through 6,327 individual card
registrations. (Many times one card serves a whole family) A key challenge for the Library
in the next few years will be to increase awareness and use of the Library by greater
numbers of residents throughout Highland Park. 

1.  Increase awareness of the Library

a. Increase library card registrations during the life of the plan

b. Initiate a one-student, one-card campaign to get a library card into the hands of 
every student in Highland Park

c. Increase the e-mail distribution list for the Library’s weekly e-newsletter for each 
year of the plan

d. Begin weekly publication of the Library e-newsletter with an easy-to-read and 
interactive format sent out to the growing database 

e. Increase use of the Library’s social networking portals—as if they were additional 
web sites—by giving individual assignments to staff and developing measurable 
outcomes for each year of the plan

f. Introduce Highland Park residents to mobile apps that enable residents to easily use
the Library catalog and search for activities and events by using their smart phones 
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D. Integrate technology

Technology is a critical component of
today’s library. Although the Library
currently serves four generations of
residents and users, there are really two
distinct generations: one consisting of
young digital natives who are comfortable
and competent with current and
emerging technologies, and one
comprising digital immigrants who arrive
at new technologies out of necessity. The
challenge public libraries face lies in how
to serve both groups with both traditional
and new formats and content and with
staff that curates and facilitates use. 

This strategic priority affects all else that the Library does. It is more about complete integration
of technology into all that takes place in the Library. The Library wants the community to
consider it the go-to place where everyone can find great technology tools as well as technical
assistance to help improve personal competency with software and new devices.

Through 2015, the Highland Park Public Library will:

1. Adopt a co-learning environment for staff in which staff members learn about 
new technologies on a regular basis. Institute lunch and before-work-time staff 
instruction and discussion sessions

2. Provide technology devices for loan to customers and staff, including iPads, 
Kindles, and Nooks
a. Make it easy to learn on new devices and formats offering regular opportunities 

for instruction
b. Loan laptops or netbooks for in-house use by customers

3. Evaluate the Library’s current broadband capacity to make sure there is enough 
to meet current and anticipated demand

4. Develop a PC replacement schedule, and assess all existing PCs to ensure they 
have enough memory to meet customer needs
a. Replace small monitors with easier-to-see-and-use, 24-inch monitors
b. Provide AWE (early literacy, early learning) computers and passports (portable 

version) for an expanded children’s learning center 
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5. Consolidate critical files on the file server
a. Configure the file server with RAID (redundant array of independent disks) hard-

disk redundancy and staff clients (PCs) with mapped drives to the file server. The 
files on the file server can then be organized, and per-user or per-group 
permissions can be assigned to control access to them.

b. After consolidating the Library’s files, the Library will implement regularly scheduled
backups either to an external hard drive, to a tape, or by using one of many cloud-
based options.

E. Ensure sustainability

New and recurring resources will be needed over the course of this plan to implement its
actions and achieve its goals. Few New Jersey public libraries can continue relying on tax
support to finance their full programs in any given year. There may be an annual gap
between tax support and the level of operating support needed to fund the central
community role that a public library plays in a community. Reductions in services are not
welcome by residents and would create a hardship for many. 

Changes to staffing, collections, additional operating hours, revised programs, emerging
technologies, and capital improvements will need to be funded over the next four years.
The Highland Park Public Library has been successful in securing donations from many
people, including memorial gifts and gifts from Friends of the Library. The Library will
continue this successful local effort though with a more detailed development plan and
goals in order to achieve the improved services and facilities that Highland Park residents
have requested during this strategic planning process. The library board will set a goal to
help accomplish the plan through these efforts. In addition, the library board will
communicate closely with Highland Park’s Mayor & Council about the scope of the needed
improvements and the inclusion of crucial aspects of the plan in the Borough’s Five Year
Capital Plan.

1. Fundraising energies
a. After architectural and facility review as needed, the board will evaluate the costs 

and consider creating a Highland Park Public Library 2015 fund-raising committee 
whereby board members and other interested residents can meet to design and 
execute the plan as well as an annual appeal and planned gift program.

b. Identify gift opportunities for potential donors such as an after-school homework 
program, the new technology lab, Sunday hours, a language center, an adult 
program series, and early literacy and parenting programs
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Alongside the traditional statistics that are recorded
annually by local libraries in New Jersey—such as
program attendance, visits, circulation, and
registrations—the following are newer indicators that
the Highland Park Public Library plans to use to
gauge successful implementation of this plan.

Success Indicators
� The community supports and advocates for the 

Highland Park Public Library and provides the 
political and financial support needed to 
accomplish physical improvements to the facility.

� The Library conducts an annual satisfaction survey
and ranks highly.

� The Library is recognized as the civic anchor of Highland Park, a vital partner with local 
businesses, and a key driver of the borough’s civic and social health.

� The number of visitors to the Library increases in each year of the plan. 

� All segments of the community are engaged by the Library, with increased registrations
each year.

� The Library receives regular positive press coverage and praise and is weekly referred to
in the local news and newspapers for its programs and activities.

� Library use continues to grow according to agreed-upon traditional and new metrics, 
including circulation and visits.

Metrics and measurements
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A series of focus group sessions and a town
meeting were held in the summer and fall of
2011 in the Highland Park Public Library.
Focus group participants were asked a set of
open-ended questions designed to stimulate
discussion about the Highland Park Public
Library, its future, and its importance to the
community. The discussions with the groups
provides important information about
Highland Park residents’ perceptions about
the library as well as specific suggestions for
future improvements.2

In addition to the focus groups, an online and print survey was conducted and
completed by 474 respondents. Information from the survey about library use and needs
will also be helpful to library planners. There were many similarities with regard to library
usage among the groups. The consultants spoke with many of the frequent users of the
library as well as with infrequent users. They were recruited through the following:

� Requests from planning committee and library board members

� Library staff asking users, nonusers, readers, and nonreaders to participate

� Information in the local media

� Posted information in the library

The information from the focus groups will be a valuable tool for the library director 
and members of the Library Board as they consider the future library needs of 
Highland Park residents.

2 The Highland Park Public Library Board of Trustees hired Library Development Solutions, a library-consulting firm based in
Princeton, New Jersey, to conduct a series of focus groups, a town meeting and a survey with community residents to elicit
suggestions and ideas for the library’s strategic plan. The purposes of the focus group sessions were to listen to community
concerns about the library and to provide participants with an opportunity to offer their ideas about the community’s library
needs. The library board believes that information from the focus groups and the survey will assist in the director and board’s
abilities to make important decisions about library resources.

Introduction



The Needs Assessment Process
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Focus groups are group interviews in which people are asked a series of open-ended
questions in order to obtain information. In this case, it involved people’s perceptions and
attitudes about the Highland Park Public Library. In Highland Park, we explored satisfaction
and dissatisfaction with current library services, as well as participants’ vision of what an
ideal library would be like. The data from these groups is helpful in obtaining a snapshot of
where a community may be in terms of its attitudes about libraries in general and about
their own local library in particular. 

The following are the topics that were 
discussed with the various groups:

� What is special about the Highland Park community 
� Changes that have taken place in the Highland Park community in the past few years
� Role of the library in the community
� Description of an ideal library
� Other area libraries people may use and why
� Satisfaction with library services, collections, programs, access, and the library facility
� Suggested areas of improvement for library services, collections, programs, 

and the facility
� Community awareness about the library and its services
� Reasons for library nonuse and any barriers to use

Focus Group Participants

Teens 5
Older adults 14
Civic and business leaders 12
Library staff 11
Educators 12
Town Meeting 35 
Total 89

The sessions lasted approximately 1.5 hours each. Similar questions were asked of all
groups. Comments from each session were recorded and transcribed to create a record of
the meeting.

Each of the focus group discussions encouraged debate about the future of library service
in Highland Park. Group members were excited to be asked for their input, appreciated the
opportunity to engage in a dialogue about the library with other residents, and offered
many helpful suggestions and ideas. 
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User Survey Participants
In all, 474 people participated in the user
survey. They described their use of the library,
offered suggestions for improvement, and
commented about the library’s image and
role in the community. Primarily, their
experiences in the library are very favorable
as they offered comments about
improvements in computer use and
instruction, quiet study and meeting space,
collections, library hours, and programs for all
ages. The responses are helpful in supporting
the findings of the focus groups. The survey
relied on satisfaction and dissatisfaction
measurements and open ended comments

and found, as already mentioned, that library users (1) are pleased over-all with the library’s
services and resources and (2) wish improvements to continue, especially in the areas of
collection and computer access, adult programs and collections, teen and senior use and
hours of operation. 



Library Usage
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Many measurements of library usage in Highland Park have fluctuated in the past five years
except for the number of library visits, which has steadily increased. Book circulation has
dipped in recent years, as it has in many libraries, as circulation of audio video materials
and digital books continues to increase. Programs offered and program attendance has
continued to increase as well. 3

Summary of Key Findings
Focus group participants and survey respondents agreed on many issues and shared
common concerns for the future of the Highland Park Public Library. The following items
describe notable areas of agreement. 

Highland Park feels like a small town where neighbors know each other. The local public
schools and public services are high quality and in high demand. People stay in Highland
Park or move to it due to its quality of life and convenience to Rutgers University, New
Jersey Transit and easy access to both Philadelphia and New York. There are many young
families who choose Highland Park as a destination for their families based on the
reputation of the schools, the library and the housing values as well as the overall quality
of life.  

Many Highland Park residents care about the community and feel that the library should
play an important role in connecting people with each other and providing a safe
environment for their children and themselves.  

Survey respondents and focus group participants report that they are pleased with the
operation of the library and are proud of its stature and image of being one of the best
public libraries in the area. They credit the director, staff, and board with listening to their
suggestions and making changes that enhance the library users’ experience.  They believe
the library is receptive to change to meet specific community needs. 

More and faster computers and computer instruction, more quiet study space, improved
meeting room space and additional adult programming are suggestions made by
participants.  Residents view the library as a place where they would like to browse for
new books, and DVDs, as well as an after-school destination for students to do research
and homework. They view the library as the social and cultural hub of the community. 

The top reasons that people cited in the survey for using the Highland Park Public 
Library are:4

� To read and borrow books and DVDs (87.4% and 42.9%) 
� To browse (57.9%)
� To attend an adult program (25.4%)

3 It is important to note that in 2010 the library operated on reduced hours
4 The complete survey results are available in the library
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Another revealing statistic about library use in Highland Park is that many people combine
their trips to the library with other activities either before or after in the central business
district. Of the 280 respondents to this question:

� 23.2% get something to eat

� 68.2% go shopping

� 48.9% run an errand or go to an appointment with a dentist, doctor, hair salon, 
car repair, gym, pharmacy 

It is worthwhile also to note that among 245 survey respondents to this question, the
number of people who frequently use an ebook reader is 30.2%.

The top words that people use to describe the Highland Park Public Library include:

� Friendly 

� Comfortable 

� Community 

� Cozy 

� Pleasant
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The following conclusions and
recommendations highlight the concerns and
comments expressed by Highland Park residents
during the focus group sessions, town meeting
and in the survey. The consultant’s
recommendations are intended to encourage
and stimulate additional use of the library by
residents. As is the case with many
improvements, changes to staffing and work
flow may be required to make some of the
following improvements.

First things first–
reinforce a popular materials
library
Though pleased with the collection and the library’s responsiveness, library customers
expect to see additional copies of new best sellers, current feature film and TV series DVDs,
and new audio books on CD. The library should review and update its collection
development policy for both print and digital resources as people say that their main
reason for coming to the library is for a best seller, current title or to browse the collection
for newer titles.  Though the Highland Park Public Library’s collection is more responsive
and up to date than many area libraries, customer expectations have been raised to expect
easier access to new titles and a larger number of best sellers purchased. There is a
significant opportunity in the collection, especially in reference, to remove older, less
desirable and unused titles and reuse this space for other purposes. 

Expand hours 
Many focus group and survey participants asked for expanded access to the library by
opening earlier on Sundays and staying open on Sundays all year round.   

Offer programs for children of all ages
Participants said the library can become an even more welcoming place for the community
by targeting new and additional programming for teens, preteens, school-age children,
and preschoolers and especially for adults. Residents see the library as an already
wonderful place for children. Residents also expect the library to greatly expand the types
of adult programs currently in place, including authors, lectures, discussions, art, music and
performing art and technology related events.  

Initial Conclusions and Recommenations
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Build and promote the 
Highland Park Public
Library online 
The library’s website has been consistently
improved. The website will need to
continue to become a vibrant virtual
branch of the library as the community
becomes more aware of the library’s
programs and services and how to access
them online. The library’s Facebook and
Twitter presence needs to be carefully
developed, supervised and updated daily
by assigned staff.

Offer more technology instruction and additional access
to faster and newer computers
The challenge faced by libraries is how to teach staff and the public to use computers to
support Internet searching and other digital uses. Instruction in these skills has been
popular at the Highland Park Public Library and that is why focus group participants
requested additional instruction in the use of social media and computer applications and
all other skills involving the use of new hardware or software, including ereaders. The
library needs to add new laptop computers, iPads, Kindles and other devices for 
customer use.

Update, when needed, 
the Highland Park Public Library facility 
Respond to and meet the changing needs of the Highland Park community by updating
specific areas, including the children’s area, teen area, quiet and group study areas, and
the public meeting room space. 



Discussion of Findings
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When residents were asked what is special about the Highland Park community, they
mentioned that it is a friendly community full of open minded, tolerant and talented
people. They also said that it is a safe and welcoming community for seniors and children.
A number of people commented on the European feel of the town since it is a walkable
community with a central business district. Newer residents said they moved to Highland
Park for its quality if life, excellent schools and a great place to raise a family. Other
comments included the following:

“In Highland Park, everyone who wants to can have an impact on 
our community.”    —Focus group participant

“Good place to raise a family.”

“People are well mannered and family oriented.”

“Route 27 is a state road and our central business area.”

“There is a high level of parents who get involved with the schools.”

“Highland Park is a great place to retire.”

“Our diversity is one of our strengths.”

Many of the comments about changes in the community and in people’s lifestyles lead to
expectations that community institutions such as the library can preserve the ambience of
Highland Park. The library is seen as an important institution in continuing to connect
residents to each other and to their shared sense of community. 

Changes in the ways people communicate and seek information through computers, the
Internet, and social networking is significant, as residents adapt to these methods.
Following are additional comments about changes in the community.

“Residential development along River Road and Cleveland Road will add to 
our population.” —Focus group participant
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Other changes that people said should be reviewed by library planners, included:

� Our population is becoming even more diverse
� The loss of the Y as a community destination will put added pressure on the library 

for services
� Kids today are born digital and expect services and materials that reflect their way 

of using them
� People are growing older and staying in town instead of moving away and the 

whole town and all its resources need to figure out how to accommodate them

Highland Park Public Library’s role 
in the community
During the discussions, participants were prompted to think about the library’s role in the
community. Many of the participants view the library as the central focus for the
community due to its location and traditions of service. Many participants said the library
should be thanked for its collaboration with the schools and other services that benefit
residents of Highland Park. In addition, participants said the library should continue to offer
services and resources that might not be available elsewhere in town, or that are missing
with the loss of the Y and any other institutions.  

Among the key roles that participants envision for the library are as:

� The center of community life in Highland Park —a place to meet and gather, get 
information, a hub, for the community to discuss current and local events and issues.

� A place to find current and popular materials such as books, DVDs and audiobooks 
that are in high demand.

� A central location to offer programs that can improve the quality of life for all 
residents, from job searching and tutoring to children’s and adult programs.

� A place to explore, learn, and use digital resources and help close the growing 
digital divide.

� A link with the schools to provide support and resources for students , especially after 
school and all year round.

The Ideal Library

“I once went to a workshop at the library on digital photography and really
enjoyed it. I wish there were more programs like that.” —Survey participant
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Participants were asked to imagine an ideal or amazing library and think about other libraries
and public spaces they have seen and liked. They were also asked to describe what other area
libraries they use and why they use them. Area libraries used include:

� Edison Public Library—1 month loan period for seniors
� East Brunswick Public library—new books, lots of staff to assist
� New Brunswick Public Library—more newer books
� Metuchen—Large Print collection is very good 
� Princeton Public Library—variety of excellent adult programs

While discussing the ideal or amazing library, teens had a chance to reveal ideas that they may
not associate with a traditional view of libraries. The teens in the group understood that this
was an exercise to imagine a future library and not a to-do or wish list for their library:

� Sunday hours all year
� Open the doors at 9 am
� Homework rooms
� Laptops to use in the library
� Computers with Internet, Word and Power Point on them 

What do you like about the 
Highland Park Public Library?

“Since the Y closed, the library has become the center of Highland Park life.” 
—Focus group participant

Focus group participants as well as survey respondents commented favorably about the things
in the library that they like and are satisfied with. Participants were quick to commend the
library on its willingness to listen and continually respond and improve. Comments included:

� The library is a safe place
� The library staff never says no to us
� Staff is super nice
� When you go to the library, you see the diversity of our whole town
� Proximity to Main Street—It is a walkable location
� I can focus better here on schoolwork than I can at home
� Friends of the Library
� Poetry series
� The mystery collection is excellent
� The fireplace
� The lighting
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Both residents and staff members said the library has continued to improve in response 
to residents’ needs. They view the library as a reliable and leading institution in 
their community.

What would you like to improve?

“I’d like to be able to reserve a book online without paying a $.50 fee.”
—Survey participant

Comments included ones about access, hours, programming, computer use and policies,
and collections. Availability of new materials, access to computers, and the library
environment were among the top areas in which participants would like to see
improvements. Participants commented about the need for increased communication from
the library as well as additional programming for teens, children, and expanded
programming for adults. 

Comments covered: 

� The newspapers are on spindles—change the way they are displayed so it is easier 
to use

� The travel collection is too small

� Faster computers

� Open the doors at 9 am

� The weekend schedule is confusing and annoying

� Sunday hours every week

� Have the book drop open when the library is open

� WiFi needs to be easier to use and stay up on

� Manga is old—need newer titles

� DVDs are defective often – need method for cleaning and removing defective ones

� Change the 30 minute per day computer rule

� Open 7 days a week all year

� Full MS Office Suite on the computers

� Need an  extra day for DVD returns 

� Need Overdrive to stream books to e-readers

� Would like to be able to honor memory of a loved one via small donation and have 
inscribed in a book as in North Brunswick Library
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Many of the participants’ comments concerned the limitations of library hours and ability
to download ebooks, as well as the availability of current materials and additional access
to faster computers and computer instruction. Developing the collection of popular and
current materials for children and adults and additional programming are high priorities
for residents. 

If you could change one thing

“Improve and increase the Large Print Collection of books.”
—Focus group participant

In response to the suggestion that the participants could change one thing about the
library, their comments reflected those areas that they care about the most and that they
feel should receive priority. There were comments about hours, improvement of the
children’s area, and the need for additional computers and instruction. Also included
were comments about:

� A new telephone system

� Better location for the Large Print collection

� Take newspapers of the spindle and use a system that is more user friendly

� Increase hours

� Better, faster computers

� Get ebooks for loan

� Group study space

� Change the 30 minute per day computer use rule – I need it more than that 

� Open 7 days a week all year

� Improvement of the website so it is more interactive and  user-friendly and provides 
useful information for teen activities

� More communication to all residents
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Conclusion

Information from the focus groups and survey should be discussed by the library
board, staff, and administration. They will be able to address the future needs of
residents for computers, collections, programs, services, and the facility to meet the
changing community needs. The next phase in this project is the development of a
strategic plan that addresses the issues that have been raised here. 
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