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Ohio’s public libraries build a better world every day with 
services, programs, collections, and opportunities for the 
entire community. But summer is the peak season for librar-
ies, with kids out of school, and long days that just beg for 
some activity and entertainment. 

The reading challenge and array of special events known 
collectively as Summer Reading Program (SRP*) is among 
the best-known and most widely used of all library services, 
and for good reason. Children and teens who participate 
in summer library programs benefit from fun, engaging ac-
tivities which promote literacy development and help to 
counter summer slide.  Summer library programs for all ages 
enhance lifelong learning and provide meaningful, enjoy-
able experiences for everyone in the community. 

All Ohio public libraries offer SRP for children, and the great 
majority also provide SRP for teens (95% of libraries) and 
adults (84%). Most SRPs involve a registration-based reading 
challenge, and in summer 2017, 404,455** people enrolled 
in summer reading challenges at Ohio libraries, including:
275,224 children,  50,243 teens,  and 78,988 adults.

Formal enrollment in registration-based summer reading 
challenges rose slightly after two years of declining 
registrations. In 2016, a total of 399,133 people had registered 
for SRP. Although the traditional reading challenge is still 
common and popular, an increasing number of libraries 
are no longer taking names and handing out reading 
logs. One participation method gaining in popularity is 
distributing raffle tickets for reading achievements. Rachel 
Strahm (Delphos Public Library) reported that for the first 
time, her library did not register adults; rather, patrons 
received a ticket for a drawing each time they checked out 
a book. Rachel says this was a huge hit with adults. Tweens 
at Evergreen Community Library earned a drawing ticket 
for each hour read, according to young adult librarian 
Debbie Henricks, and Mary Howes (Clark Memorial Branch, 
Puskarich Public Library) said that children at her library 
enjoyed being rewarded with a ticket system, because 
they got to choose how much they wanted to get involved. 
At Salem Public Library, patrons of all ages had a list 
of twelve activities to do, and earned a raffle ticket for 
completing each. As with most ticket programs, there was 
no completion goal, and children’s department manager 
Renae Ault reported that participation was way up in 2017, 
the first year Salem tried this format.

The children’s department at Holmes County District Public 
Library created a game board-style reading log that 
focused on forming the habit of reading every day. Head of 
children’s services Michele Skolmutch said that this method 
removes a barrier imposed when children are required to 
read a set amount of time each day or week. Jackson City 
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*The term “summer reading program” and abbreviation SRP are used for convenience and familiarity; with more libraries moving from 
a strictly reading-based summer challenge to a varied challenge that incorporates reading along with other mental, physical, and 
creative activities, the terminology is shifting as well.  Note that CSLP’s name is “Collaborative Summer LIBRARY Program”; many libraries 
and library systems are re-naming their summer challenges to use terms like “summer library program” or “summer learning program.”

**This is the number of people who registered for an enrollment-based SRP at a responding library, or who were otherwise counted as a 
unique participant (through head counts, counts of reading logs distributed, etc.). 21 Ohio public libraries did not respond to the survey, 
so their SRP enrollment is not reflected in this number. 

“We loved the way the theme of Building a Better World 
so easily incorporated both physical building and ways 
to come together. Two of our librarians put on a program 
called DIY Splash Zone and I was lucky enough to witness 
a group from preschoolers through elementary school age 
kids brainstorm, problem solve and work together to build 
their own sprinkler and water pillow. Of course watching 
them playing with their creations was a great bonus! 
Their sense of accomplishment and the just plain fun they 
had are things I know they will remember long after this 
summer.”
Taryn Lentes, Athens County Public Library
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Public Library also encouraged children to develop a daily 
reading habit, rather than counting hours or numbers of 
books, according to youth service manager Sharon Leali.   

Pam Spangler (Kirtland Public Library) incorporated the 
Collaborative Summer Library Program’s “Build a Better 
World” theme by distributing a reading log that depicted 
the seven continents. Children who “completed” a conti-
nent (by reading for a total of 140 minutes) received a stick-
er to place on a map of the same continent taped to the 
library window. Pam reflected, “While I learned not to have 
tape on a sunny window for two months, the families loved 
the educational aspect of talking about which continent 
they were looking for each time.”  

Libraries are also rethinking traditional SRP prizes. Holmes 
County Library made collector buttons as incentives, one 
design for each level of its game-board reading log, us-
ing pop-culture and book character icons along with an 
inspirational phrase. The goal was to reach out to reluctant 
readers and keep them reading for the duration of the pro-
gram, and to ease the tracking process for parents and 
caregivers. Evergreen Community Library offered an extra 
incentive for the tweens to work together. If the group read 
over 500 hours total, they could encase Debbie Henricks 
in balloons, then the top two readers would “pop” Debbie 
out.  Forty-two tweens read 1,326 hours cumulatively, an Ev-
ergreen Library record!

Other group incentives included community LEGO chal-
lenges, to go with the construction aspect of the “building” 
theme. Cassie Palmer (Kate Love Simpson-Morgan County 
Library) reported giving children a LEGO for each reading 
achievement, with which the readers built a tower of 5,616 
LEGOs. Bexley Public Library also handed out LEGOs for 
reading achievement, and its readers built a LEGO model 
of the library building itself. 

Instead of traditional prizes, some libraries reward readers 
with experiences, recognition, or the opportunity to give 
back. At Mercer County District Public Library, children who 
read at least 25 books receive received a fire truck ride, 
and any child who read at least 50 books had their name 
put in the front of a new book in the library collection, ac-
cording to Juliana Berning. Chris Burr (Oak Harbor Public 
Library) coordinated a donation to a local food pantry us-
ing coin banks provided to each participating reader by 
the local Rotary. In a similar vein, Melissa Tallis (Way Public 
Library) shared: “We used the money we would have spent 
on prizes on donations for three local charities. For every 30 

minutes that a child read, they could come into the library 
and receive a sticker that counted as their vote. We had a 
display that had three gumball machines and each gum-
ball machine represented one of our charities. Our gumball 
machines filled up fast! At the end of the summer, we had 
a big wrap-up party with representatives from each of our 
charities, and presented them with their donations.”
 
Collaboration with the local schools—a challenge and 
goal in its own right—can also lead to successful ways to 
incentivize reading. Pam Spangler (Kirtland Public Library) 
wrote that the “local elementary school really buys into 
summer reading. Each student who completes summer 
reading at the library is invited to attend a pizza party with 
the principal in the fall, to which I am invited as well. I made 
sure to wear my pizza hat.  One second grader, who was 
very close to finishing last year but did not make it, made 
sure to complete the library program and attend the party. 
He told me the he ‘will never forget this pizza party!’” Chris 
Burr at Oak Harbor sent the names of elementary and mid-
dle school children to their principals to be recognized for 
their participation in SRP activities when school resumes.

Attendance at SRP-related programs and events has 
leveled off after several years of significant growth. Survey 
respondents report a total head count of 1,247,230,*** 
including:

873,704 attendees at children’s programs
84,332 at teen programs
88,225 at adult programs
200,969 at all-ages programs

The “Build a Better World” theme, used or adapted by most 
libraries, inspired a tremendous range of library program-
ming, from construction, invention, and other STEM pursuits 
to civic participation, volunteerism, and global awareness. 
Martie Yunker (Evergreen Community Library) reported that 
the building theme encouraged children to create bridges 
out of straws and marshmallow towers out of toothpicks 
and mini marshmallows. Evergreen Library also brought in 
a Master Builder from LEGOLAND to talk to the kids about 
his profession and his building projects. 

At Dover Public Library, kids participated in “Give One, Take 
One Crafternoons” where they made crafts to take home 
and crafts to give to residents at a local assisted living cen-
ter. Dani Gustavich reported that at summer’s end, the chil-
dren personally delivered the crafts to the residents, who 
greatly appreciated their company. Susan White shared 

***These numbers are total attendance at responding libraries’ SRP-related library programs (storytimes, performers, parties, etc.).  It is 
not expected that these numbers indicate unique attendees, because of the likelihood that individuals attended multiple programs.

Cupcake Wars finalists at Delaware County District Library pose 
with the head baker from Fresh Start.

A Herve Tullet-themed art party at Way Public Library.
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that children at the Mary Lou Johnson-Hardin County Dis-
trict Library made cards for kids in the hospital, lollipop flow-
ers for senior citizens, and “kindness rocks” (hand-painted 
pebbles) that were placed all over town. They also plant-
ed a tree, built and placed birdhouses and birdfeeders, 
and tended the library garden, which produced over 500 
pounds of food that was then donated to the community.

The teens at Worch Memorial Public Library made 500 pa-
per stars to send to Australia for the One Million Stars to End 
Violence project. Stars sent in from around the world will be 
displayed at the 2018 Commonwealth Games. Betty Byrd 
wrote, “I am excited that our little rural public library is a 
part of this huge undertaking and perhaps can help bring 
peace to our world.” Beverly Follin (Henderson Memorial 
Public Library) also coordinated an international benefit, 
"Build a Better World—Build a Library in Jamaica," encour-
aging summer readers to donate new or gently used books 
to send to a small parish school in Jamaica. The library col-
lected over 170 books for this donation.

Such programs build empathy and kindness; it’s little sur-
prise that several SRPs tied in the “Choose Kind” campaign, 
inspired by R. J. Palacio’s Wonder. Lucy Carney wrote that 
Rocky River Public Library hosted two multi-age Wonder 
book discussions and provided opportunities for children 
to sign the "Choose Kind" pledge, write their favorite pre-
cept or create their own, and decorate kindness rocks. 
Rocky River Mayor Pamela Bobst shared her "Choose Kind" 
City Proclamation at the library’s Summer Reading Kick-off 
Event, and local nonprofits shared volunteer opportunities 
at the end-of-summer Community Volunteer Fair.

One hundred forty-five library locations served as lunch 
or snack sites in the USDA’s Summer Food Service Program 

(SFSP), administered in Ohio by the Ohio Department of Ed-
ucation. This was a 7% increase over 2017, a more modest 
increase than in the previous two years, but continuing a 
very significant trend of more public libraries directly par-
ticipating in feeding young people who may be at risk of 
food insecurity and hunger. Additionally, 28 libraries provid-
ed outreach programming to local SFSP sites, and several 
libraries participated in non-SFSP feeding programs. Rachel 
Strahm (Delphos Public Library) wrote that library staff vol-
unteered at a local, church-run children's breakfast during 
the summer, which also prepares and packs lunches for the 
children to take with them.  

Brandi Little (Barnesville Hutton Memorial Library) partnered 
with the local SFSP sponsor that distributes lunches at hous-
ing complexes, and traveled to each facility monthly to 
provide a "Lunch with the Librarian" storytime. Wood Coun-
ty District Public Library became an SFSP site for snacks in 
2017. Maria Simon reflected, “So many people understand 

Evergreen Community Library’s young adult librarian Debbie 
Henricks is encased in balloons.

Grand prize winners at Dover Public Library.

“By completely revamping our program and taking away 
the completion goal, patrons and staff alike loved our 
program this summer. Across the board, our numbers 
were up, patrons were reading and participating and we 
handed out tons of books to kids, just for participating. We 
brought a lot of joy into our community without adding 
pressure of reading records or goals. The end result 
was over 400 of our neighbors showing up to celebrate 
at our End of Summer party. Our new spin on summer 
reading, which focused on using the library your own way, 
celebrating nature, and building our community through 
random acts of kindness, has everyone ready for next year 
already! Did I mention, we did all this during a building 
renovation?”
Renae Ault, Salem Public Library

SUMMER continued.
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the issues of hunger in our community.  Several people 
asked if they could help in any way, and were happy that 
the library offered this opportunity to gather for some nour-
ishment and support.”  

A tremendous amount of year-round work goes into plan-
ning and producing SRP. The results show that this is time 
and effort well-invested. A patron comment shared by 
Nancy Eames (Toledo-Lucas County Public Library) exem-
plifies the impact SRP can have on an individual or family: 
“My son has a speech disorder called Childhood Apraxia of 
Speech. At the end of the school year he was lacking some 
skills. Now he is reading much more fluently, and his com-
prehension skills are much better. He loved finding various 
secret codes at different branch libraries and checking out 
items from each one we visited. He also loved going to the 
metro parks for the secret codes. He really enjoyed receiv-
ing a prize for his hard work, and felt well rewarded. We are 
very proud of his eagerness to read now. I think his confi-
dence in reading has also helped his speech disorder. We 
are very grateful for this program and have had so much 
fun with it!” (from Project Outcome survey)

From benefiting a local food pantry or a Jamaican school 
library; to reaching out with kindness to hospitalized chil-
dren and aging adults; to providing opportunities to ex-

plore, create, and eat a healthy lunch, SRP has become 
about much more than just reading. But whether getting 
the community reading, gardening, or creating a LEGO 
masterpiece, SRP is, at its core, about building community 
and empowering people. 

This report describes 2017 Ohio public library summer 
reading programs. 230 of 251 Ohio public library systems 
reported their 2017 summer reading program (SRP) 
results using the Ohio SRP Evaluation Survey.  Evaluative 
comments and suggestions from the Ohio SRP Evaluation 
Survey are shared with the Collaborative Summer 
Library Program, Demco, Regional Library Systems, Ohio 
State Fair, Ohio Department of Natural Resources, and 
Ohio Renaissance Festival as appropriate.  Additional 
comments or suggestions about Ohio Summer Reading 
Program resources are welcome at any time.  Contact 
library consultant Janet Ingraham Dwyer at jdwyer@
library.ohio.gov or 614-644-6910 to share your feedback, or 
if you would like a copy of the complete survey results. 
 
Permission to quote from surveys was granted by each survey 
respondent quoted.

“Our community is very supportive of summer reading. 
We exceeded last year's registration numbers! This year 
we tried something a little different with our mobile 
services department. As children and teens completed 
their summer reading goals, they earned beads to create 
a fun necklace or keychain. This worked very well for 
Kindergarteners through 5th graders who visited our 
community stops. When they signed up, they received a 
necklace chain or keychain with a special brag tag. As 
they read each day, they could earn a pony bead; when 
they met each milestone of 8 days read, they earned a 
specialty bead like a glow in the dark or iridescent bead.”
Julia Shaheen, Stark County District Library  

Inter-generational gardening is part of building a better world at 
the Toledo-Lucas County Public Library.

SRP sign-ups and activities at the Lane Libraries bookmobile.

Permission to publish photos was granted by: Delaware County 
District Library, Dover Public Library, Evergreen Community 
Library, Lane Libraries, Rocky River Public Library, Toledo-Lucas 
County Public Library, and Way Public Library.   


