
 
 
 
 

Rural Libraries, Communities, and Advocacy: 
An Interview With Hillary Theyer, Library Director, Monterey County Free Libraries 

By Paul Signorelli, California Library Association Library Advocacy Training Project Manager  
May 24, 2021 

 

What first drew you into efforts to advocate on behalf of rural libraries? 

In August 2019, I moved from Torrance Public Library to 
Monterey County Free Libraries.  I grew up in cities, knew 
this would be an exciting challenge as I explored new job 
opportunities, and learned about Monterey County. As I 
visited the branches, and started reading about the 
geography, industry, and other community needs and 
aspirations, I realized I needed to learn about specifically 
rural California, along with rural libraries in California. 
While the pandemic cut some opportunities short, more 
sprung up. I joined the Association of Rural & Small 
Libraries [ARSL] at the great praise of my colleagues for 
their conference. I got accepted into a [Monterey] County 
program called “AgKnowledge,” which takes a cohort of 
County leaders and private industry, and we do a year’s 
work on learning about the ag industry. I need that, as Ag is 
the second biggest revenue source—after tourism—and I 
come with nothing in knowledge. I realized that talking 

about broadband, or buildings, or staffing means talking about rural, and roads, and crosswalks, and 
sidewalks, and commute times, and job hubs. A lot to learn, but I’m very excited to learn it.  I joined 
ARSL’s Advocacy Committee, where we try to advocate for rural and small libraries across the 
country. My experience in the California Library Association helped a bit, but this is more focused.   

What is one thing you think our urban colleagues could learn from our rural counterparts in terms 
of the challenges you’re discussing and what that means to advocacy on behalf of libraries and the 
communities they serve? 

I was impressed by Monterey County, and by rural libraries as a whole, on the ability to do a lot with very 
little, and almost completely alone. Decisions that would have been a committee, a written report, a bunch 
of meetings, and vetted procedures just have to get made and put into action, and often this has to happen 
very quickly with not a lot of tools except the brains, experience, and local knowledge of the staff at 
hand.  I am realizing problems to solve for the first time—for example, looking at a location for replacing 
a branch in a very small community. We have land willing to be donated; the first problem to solve is can 
we put a bathroom on it (septic possibilities, might be too near a well). That just never comes up in a city 
all connected to sewer lines. “No bathroom” basically takes the land out of contention—I already have a 
branch with no bathroom, so would like to not have that issue again. But we will see; it’s not like people 
are running around willing to donate land to libraries a lot.   

                              Hillary Theyer 



Would you mind telling a story that illustrates that ability to do a lot with very little? 

We have small branches with few hours. Staffing is our highest ongoing cost. The buildings are often 
older. I had looked for years at connected hold lockers for outside—Amazon lockers, Home Depot 
lockers, etc. They make those for libraries—they are expensive, require a live connection, require 
maintaining a touch screen, etc., etc., etc., money, money, money. A staff member suggested, then ARSL 
had a webinar about, “dumb hold lockers”—just lockers with changeable manual combo locks.  No tech. I 
sent the webinar to staff, we picked a pilot branch, and just ordered the lockers. Under $400, so far. Under 
$1,000 for the whole project, and no wires to pull. Same problem solved, just in a different way. 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=syHKEzd0btc 

 

Thanks. Let’s switch perspective and look for a story about how your interactions with and 
knowledge about community members’ needs affects your advocacy on behalf of members of rural 
communities. Care to share another story from that perspective? 

For one of our branches, there is not a lot of recreational or outdoor gathering opportunity in the 
community. We have a small branch, and land next to the branch the County owns. School a couple of 
blocks away. Outdoors in the summer means you need shade, and the community actually doesn’t have 
potable water itself. (The branch has restrooms; we get drinking water from the water district). We were 
paying a very high amount just to weed-whack the land next to the library. Worked hard to find a grant to 
turn that into an outdoor community gathering space, not just for Library use, but for community 
use. Phase 1 is nearing completion, and that’s just dealing with the land. We want it to be used all the 
time, even when the branch is closed—day and night, summer and winter. We are functionally building a 
mini-park, not just a library backyard. That’s what this community needs. Also, the community needs 
sidewalks and did a lot of advocacy to get sidewalks, so that is coming to fruition. You may wonder why 



a library should spend grant money and advocacy efforts on a park and sidewalks, or cheer these things 
happening when so much could happen that says “library.” 

Here is a story I was told when I came on board. In this community, when it is wet, the edges of the roads 
get muddy. Kids are told not to take their muddy shoes indoors, so kids don’t walk to the library. That’s 
why “sidewalks” mean “library.”   

In a second small community, there is a big road between the schools and the library. That road has one 
crosswalk, no lights, and it is a wide road—often with trucks coming off the highway at [high] speed[s]. 
We need flashers for that crosswalk. So that’s what I asked and advocated for. A study is underway.   

Wonderful! Looking forward to seeing how that plays out.  

The vision of something beyond explicit library needs so that the “library” is seen as part of a 
larger infrastructure that needs to be developed is fascinating.  

1)  How do members of the community and those outside the community who may be on the 
receiving end of your advocacy efforts react to that “let’s think beyond our own buildings” 
approach.  

I think us latching onto and pushing their efforts is huge. A lot of that comes from all the relationships in 
the library in a small community—a staff member also on the PTA, or school board. Friends of the 
Library board member also on the City Council. A long-time library person also on an arts council or 
board of a road district or water district. When we are able to chime 
in and say, essentially, “Yeah, sidewalks!” when we have the ear of 
someone who can help. If/when asked, I can always draw a line back 
to the library. Everything can draw a line back to the library helping 
with that, part of the power of the public library. 

2) What does that suggest to advocates who want to work more 
effectively on behalf of rural libraries and the communities they 
serve? 

I was just talking to the ARSL Advocacy Committee this morning 
about this. By advocating outside your walls and buildings and direct 
services, you can find a way to talk to anyone in power. They may 
have a dislike, distrust, or other feelings about libraries, but you can 
find something they care about. Veterans, high-school graduation 
rates, feeding new employees into a vital community industry, 
seniors, economic development—all of that draws back to the 
library. Veterans able to do telehealth instead of by driving 2+ hours each way to the nearest VA. 
Broadband at the library. Private rooms at the library so they aren’t sharing their private medical business 
with the world. Staff to help them log on and start their appointment.  Win win win win for the legislator 
that cares about veterans. 

Seems as if we’re hitting a key point here: win-win situations for everyone, e.g., library advocates 
and the legislators with whom they sometimes work. Any advice for library advocates as to the 
importance of nurturing those collaborations and how best to approach them on behalf of members 
of rural communities? 



Meet your legislators in their environments. Seek out events they attend, meetings they attend, etc. I did 
my best advocacy to the mayor, in my previous job at his Rotary meetings. If they rave about the arts 
festival or the fair, go there. You never know—a two-minute conversation can bring awareness. By “go,” 
I mean officially and personally. Put the library presence there, and put yourself there too. Just buy a 
ticket.   

Be ready to attend meetings, even if you are doing the equivalent of sitting in a chair in the corner and 
listening. You don’t need to be on the agenda to be at the table, and you never know when you will be 
able to dive in with something the library can offer. 

Can you recall an example showing how one of those advocacy efforts directed toward the 
mayor during a Rotary Club meeting led to specific, positive results for community 
members? 

I did a presentation on something—literacy, I think—and talked about the role the library plays. Got a 
gasp at the statistics, and then talked about the library’s role. I got a table talking about the library, and 
how important it was not to close on Sundays. I can’t draw a strict cause-effect line, but Sunday hours 
didn’t get cut; in fact, the Police Department gave up funds to keep Sunday hours that year. You don’t 
always see where the conversation goes. 

Great point about not always seeing direct results. I’ve often thought that advocacy (and training, 
for that matter) parallels gardening: we sometimes plant things without the expectation that we will 
be around to see them reach their full maturity. 

Let’s more clearly connect what you’ve been talking about to your work in and with libraries 
overall. You literally have been all over the state, having worked at Beverly Hills Public Library, at 
Folsom Public Library, Palos Verdes Library District, Sacramento Public Library, and, as you 
mentioned earlier, in Torrance, where you were city librarian. How has that experience shaped the 
work you’re doing as a library advocate in Monterey County? 

Each library has a culture to it, a history, and a way of doing things. Moving around exposed me to many 
ways of doing things, including telling your library story and advocacy. From the formal to the informal. I 
like the informal, but am glad I saw and experienced more formal as it makes me a more well-rounded 

advocate. I can approach an informal situation, where you just call the 
town leader and have a chat, and the formal, where you draft a letter on 
letterhead for presentation on an agenda.   

Let’s do a lightning round of questions designed to provoke one- or 
two-sentence responses: 

What key issues do you believe need to be addressed in training 
sessions for staff in rural California libraries—at all levels—
interested in becoming strong advocates for libraries and the 
communities they serve? 

Where to start if you just want to start somewhere—one conversation, with one person, once. Get over 
that first hurdle if you have never done this. Then how to access the support you want and need in that 
first conversation. 

What formats do you believe work best for advocacy training for California rural library staff at 
all levels? 



Online, take whenever training. Or online with discussion with those in the room with you at the time.  

What are we not currently doing that we should be doing to support rural library staff interested in 
becoming strong advocates for libraries and the communities they serve? 

Specifically rural resources for advocacy. I just learned a new one today: The Rural Opportunity Map 
(ruralopportunitymap.us). 

What are a few of your favorite resources (people, books, blogs, webcasts, etc.) in terms of keeping 
up with advocacy techniques and issues? 

Well, CLA’s website, of course!!! ALA does great prep work on national issues, you can email your 
legislators with a web form which gets more people chatting.  ARSL is so impressing me for rural 
libraries—so happy to be on their Advocacy Committee! I try at every conference to attend advocacy 
training.   

Then I follow the advocates to see how they are talking—ULC [Urban Libraries Council], 
homelesslibrary.com (Ryan Dowd), Librarian in Black [Sarah Houghton]. I want to see what they are 
saying, often just to adapt their techniques to something I want to say. 

Drawing upon your extensive experience as an advocate for libraries, what would you suggest 
individuals can do to effectively serve as advocates for libraries throughout California? 

Make a connection with someone in libraries who will tell you what’s going on, and when your voice is 
needed. Then answer their call and send that email, write the letter, make the phone call when they ask 
you to. When you are advocating for what is your passion, whatever it is, and it serves your message, talk 
about how the library helps with that, and how strong libraries serve those outcomes.  

Anything I didn’t ask already that we should be discussing? 

The work is going to get harder, and we cannot stop. We will never be done. 

 

  

  
  
  

https://www.cla-net.org/  

 


