Great Falls Public Library
Board of Trustees Board Strategic Planning Discussion
Monday, May 4th, 2026
Great Falls Public Library — Montana Room (3™ 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)

2:00 P.M.

BOARD MEMBERS PRESENT: Ms. Anne Bulger, Ms. Jessica Crist, Ms. Sam DeForest, Ms. Noelle
Johnson
BOARD MEMBERS ABSENT: Ms. Whitney Olson

EX OFFICIO BOARD MEMBERS PRESENT: None
EX OFFICIO BOARD MEMBERS ABSENT: Mr. Joe Briggs — Cascade County Commissioner, Ms.
Shannon Wilson — City of GF Commissioner

GFPL STAFF, GFPL FOUNDATION PRESENT: Amy Dissmeyer, Aaron Kueffler, Brianne Laurin —
GFPL Foundation Director

MONTANA STATE LIBRARY PRESENT: Corey Sloan — Consulting Librarian (via zoom)

PUBLIC COMMENT PROVIDED BY: Richard Irving — Resident of Great Falls

Ms. Bulger called the meeting to order at 2:00 pm.

I. AGENDA APPROVAL

Ms. Johnson moved that the Great Falls Public Library Board of Trustees approve the agenda as
presented. Ms. Crist seconded the motion. Ms. Bulger opened for any board discussion or
public comment.

Richard Irving, a Great Falls resident and library cardholder, spoke to the Board about concerns
regarding the library’s strategic planning and public engagement. He began by complimenting
the Board on improving meeting notices across multiple sources, though he criticized the library
website as difficult to navigate for meeting information.

He argued that public lending libraries are becoming obsolete due to changing technology and
reading habits, stating that fewer people visit libraries because most now rely on electronic
devices instead of checking out books. He claimed that, aside from children and homeless
individuals, library usage has significantly declined.

He also criticized what he described as the American Library Association’s approach to
homelessness in libraries, alleging that homeless patrons are tolerated in part to maintain
usage statistics. Irving said this atmosphere discourages other residents from visiting.



Regarding the library’s future plans, he questioned the need for large-scale construction or
expansion projects, arguing that the library does not need such a large physical space. He
suggested resources should instead focus on essential infrastructure improvements such as
HVAC and electrical systems. He concluded by saying that library architecture is not a major
draw for most communities and that the proposed direction “makes no sense.”

Ms. Bulger asked if there was any additional board or public comment; upon hearing none, she
called for a vote. Motion passed by unanimous vote of members present.

Il. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE

lll. PUBLIC COMMENT

Richard Irving, a Great Falls resident and library cardholder, addressed the Board. He criticized
the Board’s conduct at the previous meeting, saying members appeared more engaged with
refreshments and social aspects of the State Library Association meeting than with what he
viewed as serious library issues.

He said the Board was not paying adequate attention to important matters affecting the library
and accused members of focusing too much on “cookies and meetings stuff.” He concluded by
stating that, in his view, the Board was “not doing anything for the library.”

IV. DISCUSSION OF THE GREAT FALLS PUBLIC LIBRARY STRATEGIC PLAN PROCESS

The library board, with assistance from Ms. Sloan, had a brainstorming session focused on
developing a new strategic plan for the Great Falls Public Library, with Board members, staff,
and facilitators discussing how to gather meaningful community input and define the library’s
future priorities.

A major theme throughout the meeting was the importance of community engagement.
Participants emphasized that the strategic plan should not simply reflect the opinions of regular
library users, but should also include perspectives from non-users, underserved populations,
community leaders, and frontline workers. Several members stressed the value of speaking
directly with stakeholders through one-on-one interviews rather than relying only on surveys.
Suggested stakeholders included local government officials, school leaders, nonprofit
organizations, Chamber of Commerce representatives, religious leaders, military personnel,
social service providers, colleges, homeschool communities, and youth organizations.

The group discussed how libraries can better understand broader community challenges —
including loneliness, workforce development, housing concerns, youth needs, and access to
affordable activities — and determine where the library can appropriately help address those
issues. Participants noted that libraries are increasingly expected to serve as neutral community
gathering spaces and provide accessible programming, technology, education, and social
connections. Examples discussed included computer skills classes, writing groups, cultural



programming, public forums on difficult topics such as fentanyl, and even nontraditional
resources like lending sewing machines.

At the same time, several participants cautioned that the library should avoid trying to “be
everything to everyone.” Board members discussed concerns that libraries sometimes duplicate
services already offered elsewhere in the community and stressed the need to clearly define
the library’s role. One participant suggested the strategic plan should also ask what the library
should stop doing so it can focus more effectively on core priorities.

The discussion also centered heavily on how to ask effective questions during interviews and
surveys. Participants favored broad, open-ended questions that encourage people to talk about
community needs before focusing specifically on the library. Proposed questions included:

What changes have you observed in the community?

What are the community’s biggest needs?

Where do people get information about local events and services?
What is the public’s perception of the library?

What does the library do well or poorly?

What should the library stop doing?

What should the library look like in five to ten years?

Several members noted that many residents are unaware of the services the library already
provides, including notary services, cultural programming, discussion groups, and community
events. Participants repeatedly emphasized the need for better outreach and marketing so
residents understand the library’s offerings and feel encouraged to participate.

The group also discussed the logistics of the planning process itself. Members leaned toward
conducting targeted interviews with key stakeholders while supplementing those interviews
with broader public surveys. Some participants worried surveys tend to attract only highly
motivated respondents and may miss quieter or marginalized voices. To address this, the group
discussed partnering with community organizations to help distribute surveys and encourage
participation among harder-to-reach populations.

Another significant topic involved balancing long-term public goals with internal operational
improvements. Participants acknowledged that the library may need to improve internal
efficiency, simplify processes, prioritize certain services, and establish clearer accountability
measures to ensure future strategic goals are actually completed. Suggestions included creating
internal workflow documents, regular progress updates to the Board, and ongoing
accountability reviews.

Overall, the session reflected an effort to define the library’s future role in the community by
gathering broad public input, clarifying priorities, improving outreach, and balancing
community needs with the library’s core mission and operational capacity.



V. ADJOURNMENT
Ms. DeForest moved that the Great Falls Library Board of Trustees adjourn the meeting. Ms.

Johnson seconded the motion. Ms. Bulger called for a vote. Motion passed by unanimous vote
of members present.

Ms. Bulger adjourned the meeting at 3:46 P.M.



