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Advocacy Plan: Western Illinois University Academic Library
Executive Summary
Western Illinois University (WIU) is a small, public university located in Macomb, Illinois. It is a hub of the local community and is made up of a diverse student population. The WIU Malpass library is currently searching for a new Dean of Libraries, which is just one of many leadership changes for the university in recent years. This paper details the advocacy plan for the WIU library detailing its setting, vision, mission and values. A community profile is included along with a SWOT analysis, highlighting the university’s community characteristics and its strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. A detailed and thorough advocacy plan emphasizes the desire to engage with incoming students, experienced students, and students of color. Specific plans are included for services that need to be implemented or changed in order to successfully implement the plan. The timeline for the advocacy plan is spelled out with the activities of library instruction workshops, a reader’s advisory popup service, and a BIPOC advocacy program. In conclusion, the WIU library is poised to make positive changes with this advocacy plan, which will require follow-through and clear evaluations of forward progress.








Library Setting
Western Illinois University is a small-town university in rural Illinois. Over a century old, the university is an integral part of the surrounding community of Malcomb. As a hub of the community, the academic library serves not only university students and faculty but also patrons from the larger area. The student population is a diverse community that has struggled in recent years with a decline in numbers and changing leadership, not to mention the global pandemic that has re-shaped so many organizations.
In addition to the change in leadership at the highest level, the library itself is in search of a new Dean of Libraries, with an interim dean currently in place. The need to craft a new vision is paramount. With the right person in place, the library is poised to meet the challenges of an ever-changing world as classes move increasingly online and libraries are encouraged and often required to digitize their collections.
The library must also wrestle with the racial conflicts in the greater community, creating a safe space for people of all backgrounds and with varying educational needs. The library may not be set in the perfect place or time, but opportunities still abound for the library leadership and staff to advocate for their patrons and their community.







[bookmark: _Hlk89610870]Vision Statement
Malpass Library at Western Illinois University will create an engaging environment in which all are welcome to increase their knowledge and excitement for learning. Malpass will be accessible to all patrons to serve and connect through the assistance of well-trained librarians – striving to create a diverse and informed community.
Mission Statement
Our mission is to create a safe space with a diverse set of tools provided for all to learn. In order to accomplish this, librarians and staff alike will display excellent customer service and provide specialized knowledge, all within a quiet and comfortable environment. Malpass Library will be the first choice for learning and engagement within the Western Illinois University community.
Values Statements
Accessibility: Library resources will be made accessible to all patrons and community members that are seeking knowledge.
Community: We will strive to create a sense of community within the library that extends outside its walls and promotes unity and connection.
Engagement: Librarians and staff will help create an engaging environment that all patrons will desire to return to again and again.
Learning: The library will be a learning environment that encourages and promotes a love for education of diverse topics to build a more informed community.
Safe Space: The library will be a safe space for all created by the librarians and staff with a harmonious environment and community that is understanding of all individuals.
Community Profile
[bookmark: _Hlk89617030]Western Illinois University (WIU) is a small, public university located in Macomb, Illinois, originally opening its doors as a teacher’s college in 1902. It is a traditional, residential four-year campus with a desirable student to faculty ratio of 13 to 1 and a total faculty of 501 (WIU, 2020). The school offers a variety of majors and concentrations, the most popular of which by far is Law Enforcement and Justice Administration and related subjects, which make up 20% of all undergraduates on campus (U.S. News 2020).
The WIU libraries have numerous archives and special collections.  Many of these can be viewed online.  A few of note are the Historical Society Newsletter Collection, the Regional Maps Collection and the WIU Digital Image Collection.
The library services webpage of WIU provides specific links for the following groups:  undergraduates, graduate students, distance education, faculty, staff, and alumni (WIU Services, n.d.). These groups make up the community that the academic library serves, building a set of community characteristics.
The total enrollment at Western Illinois University for the 2020-2021 academic school year was 7,490, according to both the WIU website and the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). Of that number, 5,854 were undergraduates. As of fall 2020, 83.2% of these students were from Illinois, 13.4% from out-of-state, and 3.4% were international (WIU – Fast Facts).
The population of WIU is considerably more racially diverse than that of Macomb, with a non-white population of 42% at WIU (NCES) versus 21% of city residents (U.S. Census). This is due in part to initiatives driven by former university president Jack Thomas, who sought to boost enrollment by actively recruiting students representing marginalized groups from the large populations of Chicago (Vlahos 2019, Hilton 2019). 
Western Illinois University has a wide selection of groups, programs, sports and events, as well as fraternities and sororities.  There are over 150 groups and programs to join, overseen by the Office of Student Engagement, as well as the University Union Board (WIU UUB).
As with most colleges and universities, the majority of students are young single adults, with 84% of the undergraduate student body 24 and under (NCES). The WIU population is 56.3% female and 43.7% male (NCES).
Western Illinois University appears to be a small-town university with a progressive mindset. They list their core values as academic excellence, educational opportunity, personal growth, and social responsibility (WIU – Fast Facts, 2020). The About page of the WIU website lists other values that are important to the university:  innovative teaching, global perspectives, professional and diverse faculty, and collaboration with community partners and alumni (WIU, n.d.).
In many ways WIU is the lifeblood of Macomb, bringing jobs, people, and commerce to the sleepy town every year. However, the high poverty level in Macomb, in combination with the disparity in racial makeup between the students and permanent residents, leads to some unhealthy tensions. The university can write about diversity and inclusion all over the website, but it is the role of institutions like the library to put those values into action in the community.




SWOT Analysis
	
Strengths

Large, varied collections across multiple locations

Central hub on campus
	
Weaknesses

Changing leadership leads to uncertainty and lack of direction

Ongoing fiscal concerns lead to a lack of resources


	
Opportunities

New leadership may take the library and campus in a positive direction 

Online resources and infrastructure developed during the pandemic open the door for higher enrollment due to greater access


	
Threats

State funding and enrollment are both still weak, leaving WIU vulnerable

Racial tensions in the surrounding community harm reputation and turn students away




One of WIU’s library’s greatest strengths is its large and varied collections.  The archives alone have multiple collections that patrons can utilize for various kinds of research.  Along with these academic collections, the WIU libraries boast a substantial array of popular materials including games, films, and a significant comic and graphic novel collection (WIU, Collections). In addition to its physical and digital holdings, the WIU library system represents a central, high-traffic location that is a multipurpose venue for all manner of academic and social activities.
There are several weaknesses the library is dealing with. First and foremost is a change in the leadership of the library. The WIU library system is now seeking a new Dean of Libraries (WIU 2021). Without steadfast leadership the University library risks lacking consistency, clarity, and an advocate to higher administration. This is an especially worrisome weakness as the whole university faces serious funding concerns.   
Opportunities still abound.  The COVID-19 pandemic in many ways forced increased use of online services and tools and also increased enrollment.  The new leader could focus on expanding the use and development of services and tools that the Malpass Library already has in place. Students have excelled at working and learning online, and the library and its leadership can continue to benefit from these unexpected changes. 
While that opportunity would certainly be beneficial, funding is going to be needed to make it happen. In recent years, WIU has faced the threats of decreased funding from multiple fronts and from ever decreasing numbers in enrollment.  In addition, racial tensions have threatened the community and also turned students away.
Western Illinois University and its libraries have a lot to offer the communities they serve and should focus on marketing its existing resources in new ways to reach underserved target audiences, thereby capitalizing on the library’s strengths and opportunities.
Advocacy Plan
Creating awareness for incoming first generation and rural students
In order to build new positive relationships on campus, the Malpass library should put greater effort into reaching out to incoming students who may be unfamiliar with academic libraries and their services. To hone in on those who could benefit from the extra instruction, the library must focus on first-generation college students and students from rural areas with little access to large libraries. The overlap between these groups will ensure that those with greatest need will be supported most, while more urban first-generation students and other rural students still benefit from the additional resources. 
Although the library already has some basic building tours and on-demand instruction for incoming students, those services may blend into the background of everyday operations and not catch incoming students’ attention, especially if they are already being bombarded with tours and orientations at the start of the semester (WIU 2021). The library offers a one credit course on using libraries, however charging students tuition and adding additional coursework to their already busy semester makes the information in the class inaccessible or too taxing for some (WIU 2021). Instead, the library should develop a library orientation and skill building service which fills the gap between these two existing services. 
To ensure incoming users unfamiliar with the library get the support that they really need, the library should develop a regularly held workshop which offers voluntary participants an in-depth look at what the library has to offer and how to utilize its services to their greatest potential. These workshops can take place in either of the library’s two computer classrooms, and should have a remote access element in order to support online students as well. Throughout the semester these workshops might include guest speakers and highlight various strengths of the library, including the government publications collection, the archives, the technology lounge, digital collections, and library reference services. By offering detailed explanations of what is available, how resources can be accessed, and what they might be used for, this workshop program will ensure new users are more comfortable with using all aspects of the library without stopping at simple locations like the tours or requiring such a time and money commitment as an actual course. 
To help market this program to the desired groups the library should partner with coordinators of the University 100 program – a required introductory course which helps incoming students acclimate to university life (WIU, FYE). By hosting talks and integrating the workshop program into the U100 courses through course visits and extra credit opportunities the workshops will be much more visible to the desired population. To supplement this avenue of marketing the library should also advertise with various organizations, support groups, and advisors on campus which are tailored to first generation students so that the message has a wider reach within the target audience. 
Maintaining an existing relationship with tired experienced students 
	While the Malpass library is primarily an academic institution dedicated to supporting research, and students are at WIU primarily to conduct research in the pursuit of academic success, the students remain human and the library remains a community center dedicated to filling its users’ needs. This is reflected in part by the regular self-care events held during finals week each semester (WIU, 2016). While events like therapy dogs and free cookie giveaways show support for the students, they do not offer a lasting impression of the library’s services and relevance to the community after the semester is over. To that end, the library should develop a kind of reader’s advisory program for popular literature and media aimed at giving loyal students materials to enjoy at home during breaks. 
	Acting like interactive book displays, the reader’s advisory program should make an event out of celebrating the comics, films, games, and popular books the library has to offer. In effect, it will give the library a chance to serve its community outside of the rigors of academia while showing students in the library that the collection can support them during breaks just as well as it does in their classwork. Emphasizing rest and fun reading through this service will update the library’s image in a more lasting way than the usual high-visibility low-impact finals week events. Additionally, the program will increase circulation for non-academic materials which may not normally see much use. 
	To execute the program, librarians comfortable with reader advisory services who know the stacks well should volunteer to take shifts at a special station in a high traffic area of the main floor. Various books, media, and materials should be brought down and displayed at the station to draw attention to the event and act as representatives of what the collection has to offer. The goal is for interested and curious students to approach the station, learn about the popular media collections, and get recommendations for leisure materials they might want to check out over break. In doing so students feel supported, the collections get the attention they deserve, and students can make suggestions for the kinds of materials they’d like to see in the future, thus ensuring that popular collections will remain relevant and enticing to library users in the future. It is advertising, engagement, and data collection in one effort. 
	This program should be advertised heavily within the library, especially in the few weeks leading up to each major break, including Thanksgiving and Spring breaks. While the finals week self-care events happen only at the end of semesters, these reader advisory events can cover the gaps at other break times. The event should also be pushed on social media, the library website, and through email. Starting this program with a strong advertisement campaign will build anticipation, ensuring that it is considered a true event and not simply an odd little table in the corner. 
Strengthening relationships with students of color
Perhaps the relationship with the greatest need for work at WIU is between the University community and people of color. After high tensions with the people of Macomb, conflict with the Black former university president, and a lack of resources for diverse students on the small-town campus, it is clear that something needs to be done to ensure that students at WIU feel safe, seen, and celebrated. As a cultural and academic center at WIU, the Malpass library should set a positive example by creating a program in which the library hosts monthly cultural events for Black, Latinx, and other students of color on campus. 
These events should consist of approximately 50% dialogue session featuring a representative of some facet of the university who is there specifically to hear about diverse students’ needs, expectations, and successes directly from the students themselves. The first representative should be the Dean of the library to act as an example for subsequent speakers. In later months representatives could include the head of student services, the head of academic affairs, the director of the office of public safety, the Dean of the Honors College, and perhaps the university president if the program gets enough traction. 
The other 50% of each month’s event should be a celebration of a certain aspect of BIPOC community on campus. This can include special research awards, readings from relevant authors, performances by various student groups on campus, and socials led by organizations like Casa Latina (WIU 2021). While events like this could be held at the Multicultural Center on campus, it is important that these occur in the Library Atrium event space. The library should be using this as an opportunity to lead the charge of advocating for underrepresented students on campus while making the library building a safe space associated with being heard and experiencing joy in diversity. By holding these events at the library BIPOC students will be visible in an academic center of campus, university officials will be publicly held accountable for listening and enacting change, and the community will see that the library actively works to make positive change.
Program Timelines
Library instruction workshops
For this program a series of ten workshops should be developed for each semester. These workshops, delivered throughout the semester with greater density in the first month of each semester, should begin with basic library navigation and database use and proceed through more specialized library services as the semester progresses. This program may not be fully implemented until fall of 2022 or spring of 2021, though collaboration with U100 classes may begin in spring 2022. 
Reader’s advisory popup service
	Because this event requires little preparation aside from developing marketing materials and refamiliarizing willing librarians with the popular materials available, these popup readers’ advisory stations should be ready to launch by Spring Break of 2022. Because there will be less program competition at that point in the semester the first event need not be as extravagant or aggressively marketed. Instead, the spring break event will serve to test the waters in preparation for the much more visible end of semester event which will have to compete with other external self-care themed services hosted within the library. 
BIPOC advocacy program
	These events should begin as soon as they are feasible, though it will take time to build the necessary relationships with campus officials and student organizations to build a truly strong program. Talks with these groups should begin over winter break and into the spring, and a tentative schedule of events should emerge with the spring semester. These initial events may be small and tied to existing occasions like Black History Month as the program builds momentum to stand on its own. The program should be a fully developed monthly event by fall of 2022.
Conclusion
The Western Illinois University Malpass Library is a progressive academic library in a small, rural town. It boasts a racially diverse student population, with a wide selection of groups, programs, and sports to be involved in. The core values include academic excellence and social responsibility. The university brings jobs, people, and commerce to the surrounding community every year. Vision, mission and values statements have been crafted for the library focused on creating an engaging safe space, accessible for all to increase their knowledge and excitement for learning – all in a diverse and informed community.
With the strengths of its varied collections and as the hub of the small community of Macomb, the library is poised to overcome its weaknesses of changing leadership and fiscal concerns. New leadership has the opportunity to take the university in a positive direction, capitalizing on the horizons that have expanded with online education and increased enrollment. The threats of decreased funding and racial tensions can both be met with a clear advocacy plan.
Through this advocacy plan, the library will focus on first creating awareness for incoming first generation and rural students, offering extra instruction and additional resources. Specifically, workshops will be developed and offered each semester for basic library navigation, database use and beyond, partnering with coordinators of the University 100 program. Another focus will be on maintaining existing relationship with tired experienced students. A reader’s advisory program will be established to emphasize rest and fun reading through popup stations, all under the umbrella of self-care themed services. Last of all, the library will work to strengthen relationships with students of color. These students need to not just feel, but believe, that things are changing. The library can be a positive example by hosting monthly cultural events for students of color on campus.
To ensure the success of the advocacy plan and its initiatives, evaluations must be conducted on a regular basis. According to Kendrick (2021), in evaluation it is important to reflect on outputs, outcomes and ultimate impacts. Specific statistics can be gathered to measure countable outputs, such as online activity, participation at events, and book circulation. However, to truly gauge outcomes and ultimate impacts, gathering personal stories is key. “Advocacy objectives are likely to be measured by more qualitative indicators, e.g. noticeable change of attitude or levels of support” (Kendrick, 2021, p. 170). Stories gathered from library patrons can help monitor the pulse of changing attitudes and continue to steer the library in the right direction. In the end, truly listening to the stories of others is what will help heal the racial conflicts and create a student body invested in their university and in each other. The Malpass Library has the opportunity to play a significant role in improving the community of Western Illinois University.
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