CRITICAL
CULTURAL

INFORMATION
STUDIES

ORGANIZE YOUR LIBRARY!

Developing the Collective Power
of Library Workers

Angelo Moreno, Kelly McElroy, Meredith Kahn, and Emily Drabinski

ALA~
Neal-Schuman

Chicago | 2025

available at alastore.ala.org



Critical Cultural Information Studies is a book series to help advance the library field's
discussions and understanding of often difficult issues, such as structural racism, equity,
sexuality, disability, oppression, privilege, power, intersectionality, and inclusion and
belonging.

Nicole A. Cooke is the series editor of Critical Cultural Information Studies. Cooke is
the Augusta Baker Endowed Chair and associate professor at the School of Information
Science at the University of South Carolina.

CCIS ADVISORY BOARD

Jeanie Austin, San Francisco Public Library

Modnica Colén-Aguirre, University of South Carolina
LaVerne Gray, Syracuse University

Sandra Hughes-Hassell, University of North Carolina
Robin Kurz, Dorchester County Library

Gerald Moore, Charleston County Public Library
Teresa Neely, University of New Mexico

Kellee E. Warren, University of Illinois at Chicago

© 2025 by Angelo Moreno, Kelly McElroy, Meredith Kahn, and Emily Drabinski

Extensive effort has gone into ensuring the reliability of the information in this book; however, the pub-
lisher makes no warranty, express or implied, with respect to the material contained herein.

ISBNs
979-8-89255-522-7 (paper)
979-8-89255-323-0 (pdf)

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Moreno, Angelo, 1983- author | McElroy, Kelly author | Kahn, Meredith, 1980- author |
Drabinski, Emily author

Title: Organize your library! : developing the collective power of library workers / Angelo Moreno,
Kelly McElroy, Meredith Kahn, and Emily Drabinski.

Description: Chicago : ALA Neal-Schuman, 2025. | Series: Critical cultural information studies |
Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2025011828 (print) | LCCN 2025011829 (ebook) | ISBN 9798892555227 paperback |
ISBN 9798892553230 pdf

Subjects: LCSH: Collective bargaining—Librarians—United States | Collective bargaining—Library
employees—United States | Librarians’ unions—United States | Library employees—Labor unions—
United States

Classification: LCC Z682.35.C64 M67 2025 (print) | LCC Z682.35.C64 (ebook) | DDC 331.89/04102—
dc23/eng/20250604

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025011828

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025011829

Book design by Alejandra Diaz in the Leo, Brother 1816 and Laski Slab typefaces.
This paper meets the requirements of ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992 (Permanence of Paper).

Printed in the United States of America
29 28 27 26 25 54 3 21

Disclaimer: This work does not represent the views of the authors’ employers. The authors and individuals quoted

herein are speaking on their own behalf and not in any official capacity as representatives of their unions or

their places of employment.
“This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter

covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or

other professional service. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent
professional person should be sought” (from a Declaration of Principles adopted jointly by a Committee of the
American Bar Association and a Committee of Publishers).

available at alastore.ala.org

P\ |

2.9



Contents

Foreword by Jane Slaughter vii
Acknowledgments ix

Introduction xi

What Is aUnionand Why DoINeedOne?............................... 1
HowDoWe Start? ... 11
WinningaUnion............................. 27
What Makes Library Workers Different?.............................. 39
Campaigns. ... 51
Contracts.........ooooiii 63
DealingwiththeBoss..............................o 83
Our VisionfortheFuture................................................... 95
Bonus: If You're Reading This and You'retheBoss ................. 929

References 107
About the Authors 113
Index 115

available at alastore.ala.org



Foreword

he American Library Association (ALA) is publishing this book at just

the right time—when unions are on the rise. In 2023 union members in

auto plants and on movie sets startled observers with their willingness

to strike to win a fair share of corporate profits. Teachers in Portland,
Oregon, and Los Angeles, California, won community support with their strikes
for students’ needs as well as their own. The year before, underpaid Starbucks
and Amazon workers decided that a union was the only way to win some say
over their working conditions.

In fact, that’s true for just about any employee, no matter their salary or their
education. On our own, we have little leverage. With a union, we have the power
of numbers—and we can “get it in writing.” That’s security: knowing that your
salary, your benefits, or your hours can’t be changed by a fiat from above. Your
working conditions are decided by a collectively negotiated agreement rather
than by an individual’s personal quirks.

It’s exciting to see library workers joining the surge to join unions. Where I
live in Detroit, the city’s public library workers have been Auto Workers members
(yes!) for decades. In 2023 the library workers in the small suburb of Ferndale
formed their own union with the NewsGuild (part of the Communications
Workers) and immediately reached out for public support. Residents and other
allies jammed library board meetings to say their piece. Board members sat
stone-faced as we urged them to recognize the union; they hired a union-busting
lawyer instead. No matter; workers voted by 90 percent to form their union.
During Pride Month in June, a local hate group removed all the books on the
library’s youth Pride displays. At the next board meeting, union supporters and
LGBT residents demanded that management take action to protect workers
from hate groups; they declined.

vii
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Foreword

In the fall, though, Ferndale union members ratified a contract with pay
increases and annual raises, a cost-of-living bonus based on property valuations,
more time off, paid lunches, and a labor-management committee that meets at
least four times a year to discuss issues that arise.

This book will give you the arguments for why library workers need unions. Yes,
a union contract can raise salaries substantially and codify the rules for overtime
pay and time off. No, a contract won't limit library workers’ autonomy—quite
the opposite. A union contract can include the protections that library workers
need in order to stand up to assaults on the freedom to read. What will help the
Ferndale library workers, and many others, to resist book bans is that they are
no longer at-will employees; their jobs are secure. What’s more, their contract
says that management must address harassment by patrons.

It’s so much easier to join coalitions that are defending the First Amendment
if you have an organization to do so!

Just as important, this book is how-to. It tells the stories of those who've
started their own unions, negotiated contracts, and bargained for the common
good of their communities.

Reading these stories helps others see that they can do it too.

Today is the best of times in that unions are on the ascendant—and welcoming
every worker to join. It’s the worst of times in that the very right to research and
hold our own ideas is under fierce assault. Forming a union at your library lies
at the intersection of these two vectors.

—JANE SLAUGHTER
Detroit, Michigan
December 2023

JANE SLAUGHTER is a former editor of Labor Notes, a member of the
Labor Notes board, and coauthor of Secrets of a Successful Organizer,
Working Smart, and Concessions and How to Beat Them. She is an enthu-
siastic library patron.
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Introduction

e are big fans of libraries. We think they are special, unique

places that fulfill an important role in our society. We know

that our work in libraries enriches people’s lives. Those of us

in public libraries know that the services we provide are par-

ticularly valuable and important to the most marginalized and under-resourced
members of our communities. In school libraries, we add a crucial set of skills
and support for children of all ages. In academic libraries, we know that our
work enriches the intellectual lives of our students and helps them achieve
their academic and career goals. We enjoy and take pride in our work. And yet,
it is work (Ettarh, 2018). Like any job, it can be stressful, unfairly compensated,
chaotic, oppressive, degrading, and sometimes even toxic. Library workers, noble
that our profession may be, are not immune to the multitude of problems that
face anyone who works for a boss in exchange for a wage. We believe that when
library staff understand that they are workers and join the labor movement,
they will be best equipped to shape the conditions at their library and beyond.
Our vision extends far beyond simply winning more library worker unions.
We want to build collective power so that we can transform society. We want
to develop the power of ordinary people to change the conditions of our lives.
This bottom-up vision of power is different from views that position a small
minority to speak and advocate for the rest of us, supposedly on our behalf.
Because those top-down approaches “fail to involve ordinary people in any
real way,” they fail to build the power of the only force capable of truly bringing
about the kinds of societal transformations we so desperately need (McAlevey,
2016, p. 9). At our libraries, we should be actively inviting our coworkers to
meaningfully participate in shaping both the conditions under which they labor
and the conditions that govern the library itself. We should be recruiting our
fellow workers to meaningfully participate in setting the missions and goals

xi
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Introduction

of our libraries. We should be developing the capability of all library workers
to build systems of justice and accountability at our libraries. Organized labor
is uniquely positioned to serve as training grounds for building this type of
collective power.

Community members will benefit from libraries staffed by empowered,
unionized workers who embrace this broad vision of collective power. Marilyn
Sneiderman and Stephen Lerner (2023), two longtime veterans of the labor
movement, believe that unions should expand their goals beyond that of simply
gaining new members. “[IIf our goal is just to gain new members and we do
not ground our work in a broader movement for transformational change at
every level of society,” they write, “we will be successful neither in organiz-
ing significant numbers of new members nor in addressing critical issues of
defending democracy, racial and economic inequality, and climate change that
are central to workers and the future of our world” (p. 77). Libraries, especially
public libraries, are often already directly serving working-class communities
suffering the effects of racial and economic inequality, civic disempowerment,
and climate change. McAlevey and Lawlor (2023) argue that “working conditions
in the public sector essentially determine the quality and quantity of public
services the working class receives as a whole” and that “strong unions ready
to effectively win public-interest demands” can lead to stronger protections for
“hard-won rights in the years between increasingly gerrymandered elections”
(p. 11). Library workers, therefore, should expand what we are fighting for and
include these communities in our theories and acts of collective power.

As individuals, many library bosses may hold racial and economic justice,
democracy, and climate justice among their own personal values and aspirations.
But the structures of our organizations make it difficult for people who climb
to the top of the organizational pyramid to see clearly what’s happening down
at the base. Library bosses are often no longer working at service desks and
may have little real understanding of the day-to-day lives of library patrons or
the workers who directly interact with them. In the worst case, they are more
interested in their own advancement and compensation than they are interested
in aligning our institutions with the ongoing struggles for racial and economic
justice, democracy, and climate justice. In the best case, the incentives that
surround them and the options available to them exercise severe limitations
on their political imagination. As union leader and historian Donna Murch
(2022) cautions, “proximity to power rarely equals power” (p. 82). This is why we

xii
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cannot rely on library bosses alone to bring about the kinds of transformations
we need, both within and beyond our institutions.

About Us

This book was born at the crossroads of multiple organizing paths in libraries
during and immediately following the COVID-19 pandemic. In the fall of 2022,
Emily Drabinski brought all of us together to pitch the idea that we write a book
about organizing in libraries, intended for our fellow library workers eager to
build their collective power on the job. It took little convincing—in fact, we
wrote our entire book proposal in our first meeting together.

Angelo’s Story

I didn’t start working in libraries until I was thirty. I came to this profession
after just over a decade of moving from job to job and place to place. Coming to
librarianship felt like coming home. The people who raised me taught me two
important values: solidarity and intellectual curiosity. Library work fits easily
with those values: I was helping people explore their own curiosity and interests,
and there was no monetary transaction involved. After several years of library
work, it became clear to me that another value I learned growing up would also
apply to my experience: resistance to injustice. I could see that things were and
had been changing in the library world, tilting toward workplace injustices that
would ultimately degrade our profession and harm our patrons. Higher wages
were directed to the few top administrative positions while the mass of pub-
lic-facing librarians and library workers were being devalued. At East Lansing
Public Library in Michigan, we formed a union for many reasons. What [ remain
most proud of is the fact that our union stopped this race to the bottom in our
library. Our contract won higher compensation and better protections for our
most vulnerable but most visible and patron-centered workers.

Emily’s Story

In 2008 I found myself in a faculty and staff meeting at the small private college
where [ worked as a reference librarian, discussing what to do with an unex-
pected budget surplus. Administration wanted community feedback: should we
spend these funds boosting faculty salaries, or spread the funds equally across

xiii
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the two job categories? Faculty argued strongly that the surplus should go to
them. Their salaries were low for the New York City metro area. Faculty argued
that the school would be unable to hire quality teachers at numbers that low.
I could feel the steam coming out of my ears. They weren’t wrong. They also
made at least $25,000 more than I did as a professional librarian, and I knew
I made $15,000 more than the lowest paid workers in my shop. Faculty ended
up voting to keep the surplus for themselves.

Later that year I landed a new position as a faculty librarian at Long Island
University, Brooklyn. The school has a rich union history. The Long Island
University Faculty Federation was the first private higher education union in the
country and had a history of taking labor action, including striking, to secure
better wages and working conditions. My salary instantly increased by $25,000
and my annual leave tripled. It was the union difference. I went on strike with
that union in 2011 and was locked out in 2016. Both experiences persuaded
me that collective action is a necessary precursor to justice.  have been working
on behalf of both ever since.

Kelly's Story

Afewyears before I started working at Oregon State University, there had been a
deeply unpopular (and possibly unnecessary) round of furloughs during a period
of financial uncertainty. At the time faculty had to just sit and take it, although
the anger about these furloughs helped fuel the work of our local Association
of American University Professors chapter, which ultimately evolved into our
union, United Academics Oregon State University. Fast forward to 2020: our
new union completed bargaining our first contract early during the COVID-19
pandemic when enrollment and funding uncertainties were especially high.
Once again our salaries were on the line, but this time we were able to bargain
over the administration’s proposal: we had a say in what happened. We insisted
that the cuts only be implemented if university finances actually required them
and that money would be given back if it ultimately wasn’t needed. We made
the cuts more progressive, limiting the impact on the most vulnerable. And at
the very end of our negotiations, in a 26-hour marathon session, we discovered
that the administration had failed to account for the reduction in retirement
contributions—so we were able to reduce the proposed cuts by 25 percent and
still end up with the savings that the administration said they needed.

Xiv
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Without a union, those cuts could have simply been applied as they were
originally proposed, without recourse or scrutiny. However, this time we had a
union and were at the table. I often think about this story when someone tells
me that management has a bird’s-eye view of what happens in the workplace
and that they’re paid a premium because they know best. While we were there
to represent the interests of our bargaining unit, we also offered another set of
eyes and minds to solve the problems of our workplace. When management
feels threatened by workers being informed and involved in workplace deci-
sion-making, it tells me that they’re more afraid of being caught being wrong
than ready to accept help getting things right.

Meredith’s Story

In the spring of 2017, I drove to a casino in Detroit to attend the American Fed-
eration of Teachers National Higher Education Conference. The event caught
my eye because Tressie McMillan Cottom was a keynote speaker. I had recently
read (and greatly enjoyed) McMillan Cottom’s book Lower Ed: The Troubling
Rise of For-Profit Colleges in the New Economy, and the chance to see her speak
seemed too good to pass up. That same day I also saw Jane McAlevey give a
plenary session about how to build a strong union, and I heard Emily discuss
her experiences during the lockout at Long Island University. I ate lunch with
a group of union organizers and fellow union members from higher ed locals
scattered throughout the state. I came home with a lot of ideas. But it would
take some time for those ideas to bear fruit.

In the summer of 2020, the Regents of the University of Michigan approved a
neutrality policy meant to ease the creation of new unions on our campus, and
at the same time my colleagues and [ were feeling the effects of pandemic-era
austerity measures. This combination of events created a unique opportunity,
and a group of us saw the potential for change. We formed an organizing com-
mittee, made a list, and talked to everyone we could reach. After going public
with a union card campaign in February 2021, we reached a majority in a
matter of weeks. Just like workers at East Lansing Public Library, the librarians,
archivists, and curators at the University of Michigan chose to form a union for
a variety of reasons. But perhaps most important, the pandemic had shown us
that working for a prestigious and well-resourced employer was not sufficient
protection for our salaries and our jobs and did not guarantee us a seat at the
table when important decisions were made.

XV
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K

We believe that the most effective strategy for building our collective power
as library workers—for the good of our profession, its institutions, and our
patrons—is unionization. Winning a union is not easy, but we have a rich history
of experiences and lessons from which to draw inspiration and advice. This
history comes not only from the library workers who came before us, but also
from all workers everywhere who have understood and acted on the convic-
tion that there is power in a union. We believe that you, too, can have a union.
This book is meant to present you with those experiences and lessons so that,
together with your coworkers, you can apply them and win.

About This Book

We have organized the book into chapters that cover the biggest topics for get-
ting started with your union, or for getting involved in your existing union. We
begin the book by telling you what unions are and why you need them. If you
don’t have a union, it can feel overwhelming to know how to start. Most working
people are not members of unions (yet!), and in fact, though their popularity
has increased, and workers are winning union elections at unprecedented rates
(Glass, 2024), overall union membership has been on the decline for decades.
It's no wonder you might not know where to begin. In Chapter 2 we’ll give you
some direction for getting started with organizing, and in Chapter 3 we will
walk through the steps of getting a new union rolling. The labor movement is
composed of all sorts of workers from all sorts of industries, and we have much
more in common with each other than management might have you think. But
library workers do have some particularities that we will discuss in detail in
Chapter 4. In Chapter 5 we’ll focus on campaigns, the concrete ways you and
your coworkers will fight for the changes you want to see in your working lives
and beyond. In Chapters 6 and 7 we’ll talk about how you can win big changes
on the job through a written contract called a collective bargaining agreement
and how to enforce that contract through constant engagement with the bosses.
Finally, in Chapter 8 we’ll offer you our own vision for the future of libraries and
the role that our mighty unions play in bringing about that future. Following this
is a bonus chapter for bosses. If you've made it this far and you're the boss—a
library director, supervisor, middle manager, or in a position of authority in your

XVi
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library workplace—please know that our vision for the future does not exclude
leadership or condemn administrative acumen. On the contrary, we believe a
good understanding of and relationship to the organic institution built by the
workers at your library will make your work life more rewarding and meaningful.

Please note that there will be many specifics that we do not cover in any
given chapter—this book is intended as a starting place, not an ending to your
research. However, each chapter includes basic definitions and an overview of
the topic, as well as our broad recommendations.

As you read this book, you will encounter an intimidating number of acro-
nyms that describe union affiliations. We have chosen to render the names of
many unions and their parent organizations using just their acronyms rather
than spelling out their full names. Unions that have been around a long time
often took their names from the first groups of workers they organized and
represented. But today the United Auto Workers, the International Association
of Machinists, and the American Federation of Teachers all represent workers
in a variety of industries, and spelling out the full name of AFSCME or SEIU
doesn’t automatically tell you much about the workers they represent. As you
learn more about the relationships between an individual bargaining unit, a
“local,” and an “international,” these acronyms will become less confusing. Until
then, think of them as shorthand for quickly describing the larger body with
which any individual union is affiliated.

Throughout the book you’'ll encounter stories from library workers who are
members and leaders of their unions. We conducted group and individual
interviews during the summer of 2023, talking with school, academic, and
public library workers and on specific issues, including collective bargaining,
grievances and arbitration, and organizing a new union. We hope that their
thoughts on strategy, practice, and values will help inform your perspective.
There is no one way to run a union, and taking in many views is part of the
work of unionists. Unions are formal institutions, and they do not inherently
or necessarily always do the right thing or behave the way that we want them
to. They are as strong and as good and strategic as we can make them, through
hard work and political struggle. We hope these stories inspire you to talk to
other workers, in libraries and beyond. Parts of this book may make you uncom-
fortable or make you reconsider your assumptions about work, libraries, and
power. You may find parts too radical—or not radical enough! This book is just
one entry to thinking about organized labor in libraries, and we encourage you

xvii
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to keep reading and learning beyond it. Although this book builds from our own
experiences, it does not represent our individual unions or employers, and the
same is true for the stories shared by library unionists throughout the book.

Chapters 1-8 each end with an Action Plan to help you move forward in
your own organizing. Organizing is an active activity: you'll need to read,
think, talk, and do in order to build power with other workers. Each Action
Plan includes a few suggested readings, some questions for reflection, and
some assignments—activities to help you deepen your knowledge, broaden
your network, and practice important skills. You may notice similarities across
these plans—yes, we will ask you to talk to your coworkers, again and again,
about what you all care about changing and what you're willing to do to change
it. This is how we build and maintain a strong union. We encourage you to
use the Action Plan with your comrades: bring an activity to a union meeting
or ask a few coworkers to read an article with you. While it might feel strange
to use a term like comrade, we have chosen this word deliberately, as it has
a long history (going back to the 1880s!) as a term of address for people who
are committed to making change together. Comrade implies a sense of shared
values and a shared desire to make change based on those values. We hope you
have many comrades among your coworkers.

XViii
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