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Libraries much more than collections of books

I know that
some like to
call it The
Urbana Free
and Wonderful
Library. But I
like to think of
it as The
Urbana Free
qnd Wonderful Library and
Magic House. Because, short of
a first- or second-grade class-
toom, there isn't anyplace in the
world that has as much magic,
nor does so much to transform
the world, as a library.

It's not just that there are
books in the newly expanded
and refurbished library that
can take you across the oceans
ar back to Urbana in the 19th
century or forward to another
galaxy in the 22nd century, Nor
is it because there are books
that can tell vou how to build a
house or how to grow roses. It's
not just about the books. It's
about people and how their
lives are changed and improved
because of the library.

It’s the immigrants, voung
and old, Asian, Hispanic, East-
ern European and other, who
every day browse the library's
generous compilation of videos,
CDs and DVDs, No one knows
for sure if they're really inter-
ested in watching “Forrest
Gump” or “Twister,” or if

they’re taking the movies to
learn English, It doesn't matter.
The result is the same. They're
becoming Americans, part of
which, I guess, is learning that
cows fly through the air in a
Midwestern tornado. There also
are videos, most with English
subtitles, in languages ranging
from Arabic to Vietnamese.

It's the babies and toddlers,
some as young as & months, who
come into the library with their
moms and dads for the 30
minute Babies Lap Time pro-
gram. “Tt's not what you'd call
very sophisticated,” said Fred
Schlipf, the nearly 31-year
director of the Urbana Free and
Wonderful Library and Magic
House, “but there's a lot of con-
versation and songs and games
and that sort of thing.” And I
know, firsthand, that it works.
We brought our granddaughter
to a Babies Lap Time several
maonths ago. That was her intro-
duction to the library. Today
she knows it as the place where
she can take home any book she
wants (not to be confused with
bookstores) and a place with
lots of blocks and puzzles and

- games,

It’s a place to socialize,
“Sometimes, and especially
with technology now,” said
Schlipf, “people tend to become
isolated and when they do get

out they want to see other peo-
ple. We find that a ot of that
goes on at the library.” The
library, he said, is like an
indoor version of the Urbana
farmers’ market. “It's wonder-
ful to shop for produce and all
of the other things you find at
the farmers' market, but I
believe that a big reason people
go there is to see their friends
and to have some conversa-
tion.” Schlipf enjoys watching
the diurnal rhythm of the
library: the retired men who
come first thing in the morning
to browse the new magazines
and to read the New York
Times and Wall Street Journal,
followed by the young mothers
with children, followed by the
mass of schoolchildren who
come in the afternoon to work
on school projects. It's one rea-
son the newly remodeled
library has two glassed-in study
rooms that can be used for stu-
dent groups as well as for tutor-
ing.

“You know a 45-vear-old man
learning to read doesn't really
want to sit at a table in the open
where it is obvious he doesn't
know how to read,” Schlipf
said. “Now if that can be done
in a private space it's a much
better setting.”

It's a place even University
of Illinois students find valu-

able. “One of the areas where
we've had an unexpected
increase is with the music and
cinema studies students at the
university,” Schlipf said. While
the university libraries don't
allow them to check out movies
and recorded music, Schlipf
said, thev can borrow those
materials from the Urbana
library. The latter has more
than 10,000 films, including the
Jewish Heritage Video Collec-
tion with 200 titles on every-
thing from the Holocaust to the
Marx Brothers.

It's even a place to learn
sometimes painful lessons.
Champaign County Associate
Judge Jeff Ford, who was at
last Sunday's dedication of the
library addition, tells the story
of an 18-year-old woman who
appeared before him in Janu-
ary 2003,

“She came in with a battery.
She had hit another girl. 1 look
in her record and there are two
other incidents where she had
hit rtwo other girls and was
fined each time. She pleads
guilty and I say, ‘You've got
three battery charges involving
three different people in three
months, We've got to do some-
thing different here.” 5o T told
her that she had to read the
book, *All I Really Needed 10
Know I Learned in Kinder-
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garten” and give me a 200- to
250-word essay on it. She just
chuckled a bit. I leaned over
and =aid, 'I'm not kidding.’

“She came back with a 214
page essay and I could tell that
she had read the book. She said
that she remembered some of
those lessons from kinder-
garten (“Don't hit people.” “Say
you're sorry when vou hurt
somebody.” “Wash vour hands
before you eat.”) and that they
came back to her and that she
was sorTy. She's paid all of her
fines and I haven't seen her
since.”

And speaking of magic,
they've even managed to make
the exterior of the brand-new
library look like the 87-vear-old
building it was joined to.
“That's when I knew we had
done it right,” Schlipf said of
the library addition. “When the
arched windows first appeared
on the new building and people
came up to me and said, ‘Yes.
that's what we want.' People
want libraries that look and feel
traditional even if what goes on
inside is very high-tech.”
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www.news-gazette.com.






