
 

Great Falls Public Library 
Board of Trustees Special Board Meeting 

Tuesday, October 13th, 2025 
Great Falls Public Library – Montana Room (3rd Floor of the Library) 

(Virtual access to meeting was available upon request)  
(zoom recording of meeting is available on the Great Falls Public Library YouTube page) 

8:00 a.m. 
 
BOARD MEMBERS PRESENT: Ms. Anne Bulger, Ms. Sam DeForest, Ms. Jessica Crist, Ms. Noelle Johnson, 
Ms. Whitney Olson (via Zoom) 
 
BOARD MEMBERS ABSENT: None 
 
EX OFFICIO BOARD MEMBERS PRESENT: Shannon Wilson – City of Great Falls Commissioner  
 
EX OFFICIO BOARD MEMBERS ABSENT: Mr. Joe Briggs – Cascade County Commissioner,  
 
STAFF PRESENT: Sara Linder-Parkinson, Susie McIntyre  
 
GUESTS PRESENT: Richard Irving – Resident of Great Falls 
 
TRAINER:  Dan Clark – Director Local Government Center, Montana State University   
 
Ms. Bulger called the meeting to order at 8:02 am. 
 
I. PUBLIC COMMENT  
Richard Irving, a resident of Great Falls, addressed the board. He stated that he was attending just to 
listen and didn’t want to comment. 
 
II. TRAINING 
Dan Clark introduced himself as the Director of the Local Government Center, Montana State University 
and described the work of their Center.  They provide training, technical assistance and research to 
assist local governmental bodies to have good governance and structure so that leaders can focus on 
their mission.   
 
Each Board Member introduced themselves, stated how long they have served on the Board, what their 
motivation was to serve on the Board and what they hoped to learn from the training.    
 
Mr. Clark asked the participants to create a list of items to cover.  The Board generated a list of topics 
that were discussed with input and guidance from Mr. Clark.   

• How do we use process to strike that balance of efficiency and effectiveness with ensuring that 
everyone’s voices are heard?  How in that context do we make decisions and move on?  It is a 
challenge to get the best discussion while minimizing the potential for things to get cross-
threaded and bogged down.  How do we utilize process to ensure that all voices are heard?  
How do we go through the deliberative process as a Board and find the best decision for the 
most?  Mr. Clark wants to assist the Board to develop confidence in their competence.  How 
does the Board create culture? How do we honor open meeting laws and still find ways to work 
things out efficiently and effectively and kindly?   



 

• How do we develop a strategic plan when we are not necessarily on board with what we want 
the Library to be?  How does the Board get aligned and focused? 

• Can we get clarity about areas of authority?  What are the roles of staff, Director and the Board?   
What is the relationship of the Board with the City and the County?   

• How does the Board develop a positive relationship with the new Director?  How does the Board 
supervise the Director and know how they are performing?  How do we know if the director is 
doing a good job if the Board only hears reports from the Director?  The Board discuss the 
process of transition--“Forming, Storming, Norming & Performing.”   
It was suggested that the Board  

o Engage in Strategic Planning to create goals and benchmarks and then incorporate that 
into an annual work plan.   

o Develop ways to have conversation to discuss work plan and adjust as necessary.   
o Consider incorporating a climate survey or 360 degree review.  (Current eval looks at 

“how” work is being accomplished (ethics, integrity…) and meeting the work plan goals.) 
o Do specific work to prepare for a new director and change by being as clear about Board 

expectations and creating  specific processes such as quarterly check-ins with Director 
about how operations are proceeding.   

• How does the Board respond to staff feedback?  There is difference between grievance level 
feedback (sexual harassment, hostile work environment) and Library culture and operations 
feedback.  Grievance level feedback should be referred to HR and addressed immediately.  Susie 
described how she would like the Board to respond to operational feedback--listen 
empathetically and direct the staff member back to the chain of command.  Board agreed that it 
would be appropriate to have regular, honest conversations about how the new director is 
doing.  It would also be appropriate to ask how the new director would like these situations 
handled. There was a discussion about when it is appropriate for the Board to have executive 
sessions.  It was recommended that the Board get advice from legal counsel when necessary.  
There was also a discussion of the requirements that sub-committees follow all of the open 
meeting laws of Montana.  The Board needs to get clarification about the need to change 
procedures for how sub-committee work is conducted including the difference between 
administrative and substantive work.   

• How does the Board create policie that everyone can support and follow?  Mr. Clark suggested 
developing different lenses to be reviewed when adopting policy.   

o Is it acceptable to the public?   
o Is it environmentally responsible and won’t cause problems down the road?  
o Is there a political willingness to act? 
o Is it based on the best science and information available? 
o Is it financially viable?   
o Is the Board following an ethical process?   
o Is it equitable over time?   
o Are we able to implement it?  Is it in conflict with other policies or legal requirements?   
o Can we adapt it if needed?  
o Does the Board have the authority in this area? 

• What is the purpose minutes?  To keep an official legal record.  To provide context and 
information to future decision makers and community members.   

• Local government is elegant, delicate and resilient.   Can we discuss how the Board works 
together when there is friction?  Having differing views is not a bad thing.  Part of the challenge 
is the style of the conversation.  How do we find consensus?  It’s important for everyone to feel 



 

heard and respected so we can get the best for the most. How do we deal with the lack of 
Trust?  How do we assume good intent?    

• How does the Board have clear communication without feeling like Trustees are asking 
questions or making statements as a “gotcha”?  It isn’t productive to have the Director or Board 
members feel like they are being attacked or accused.  There was a discussion of having 
awareness of the lens that everyone brings to the conversation.  There was an 
acknowledgement of the existing tension and defensiveness.  It’s important to remember that 
the Board are volunteers doing the best that they can.   

• How do we fix minor process errors and be effective in doing the work of the Board?  What is 
the proper way to conduct business?  What is the proper way for Board members to share why 
they vote a certain way?  How do we share good, clear information about the work of the 
Board?  The group discussed how agenda items work in the meetings--Presentation of the staff 
report, Q&A, Motion, Second, Public Comment, Board Discussion and Vote.  There was a 
discussion of how to ask questions both before and during the meeting.  If the intention is to 
have successful, impactful, engaging Library, then the approach to the meeting is different than 
if the intention is to undermine the process and point out incompetence.   There is a duty and 
obligation to support the proper function of the Library—to focus on the mission of the Library.  
The role of the Board is to make the best decisions balancing the feedback of the community.  In 
the interest of good communication and transparency, Mr. Clark recommended that it is 
appropriate for Board members to say why they are or are not in favor of a motion during Board 
discussion.  It is good practice to cultivate a culture of communicating openly and transparently 
so that Trustees and the public understate each other’s viewpoints.   

• Library Board meetings are defined as a “limited public forum” and the Board can create ground 
rules and expectations of behavior.  What does civility look like for us? It’s okay for the Board to 
pause and figure out what they want and then decide what to do next.   

• What are the powers of an individual Board member?  To vote, to participate, to persuade.  The 
Board as a whole has the power to decide and act.  Mr. Clark reviewed the handouts providing 
information about the laws, court decisions and attorney general guidance.  The Library is an 
independent Board.  It is appointed by the City Commission but is not accountable to them for 
their actions.  If a Board member has concerns about the process of the Board it is best dealt 
with by the Board rather than complaining to the Commission as they have no role in the 
conduct of the Board.  The Board and the Commission ideally are in partnership working toward 
the same goals.  Commissioner Wilson as ex-officio plays a large role.  The lane of the Board is to 
create policy.  The lane of the Library Director is to operate the Library and execute the policy.  
There was a discussion of the law having wording about appointments requiring “advice and 
consent” of the Board.  Does that apply to City Libraries or just County Libraries? 

 
XI.          ADJOURNMENT  
Ms. Crist moved that the Great Falls Library Board of Trustees adjourn the meeting. Ms. DeForest 
seconded the motion. Ms. Bulger called for a vote. Motion passed unanimously.  
 
Ms. Bulger adjourned the meeting at 12:26 pm.   


