
Office of Research and Evaluation (ORE) 
Update

April 7, 2026

Marisa Pelczar, Ph.D., Program Analyst
Lisa Hechtman, Ph.D., Social Science Research Analyst

Grants to States Conference, Deerfield Beach, FL



ORE helps IMLS generate and 
transform data into evidence 
to inform discussions and 
investments in museums, 
archives, and libraries to 
enhance the wellbeing of 
America’s communities.

ORE

Library and 
museum 
surveys

Research and 
evaluation 

studies

Shareholder 
engagement 

and 
knowledge 

dissemination

Performance 
measurement 

and 
monitoring

Technical 
assistance 

and training



Current Projects

• Public Libraries Survey (PLS)
• State Library Administrative Agency (SLAA) 

Survey
• National Museum Survey (NMS)
• Child Reading Highlights
• Infrastructure Study



Public Libraries Survey

Annual survey of the nation’s 9,200+ public library systems, 17,000+ branches and 
bookmobiles

Fourth decade of existence, ~95% response rate

Oversight: Federal statistical system, federal-state cooperation, Library Statistics 
Working Group (LSWG)

Concurrent management: At any single point in time, 4-5 annual PLS collections are 
at different points of their cycles (2023-2027 currently)



Over 9,000 Public Library Systems in the 
United States



Urban library buildings were most affected by COVID-
19 closures but have largely recovered

Median Hours Open, Overall and By Locale: FY 2018 – FY 2023



Suburb, town, and rural libraries are nearly back to 
pre-COVID levels for hours open

Median Hours Open, Overall and By Locale: FY 2018 – FY 2023



Libraries in urban areas had largest loss of 
programming during pandemic

Median Programs Offered, Overall and by Locale: FY 2018 – FY 2023



We see a similar pattern in program attendance...

Median Program Attendance, Overall and by Locale: FY 2018 – FY 2023



Physical circulation slower to recover and
e-material circulation continues to grow

Median Physical and E-Material Circulation per Person, Overall: FY 2018 – FY 2023



Suburban libraries have higher physical material circulation; 
urban libraries were hardest hit during pandemic

Median Physical Material Circulation per Person, Overall and by Locale: FY 2018 – FY 2023



E-material circulation by locale

Median E-Material Circulation per Person, Overall and By Locale: FY 2018 – FY 2023



Updates to IMLS 
Library Tools 

Launching in Early 
April!



What's New?

HOME 
PAGE FIND PEERS

PEER 
BENCHMARKING



Select a library and these 
5 pages will provide details 
about the selected library, 
help identify peer libraries, 
and offer different 
comparison options

The previous search tool is 
still available to deep dive 
into the full list of Libraries 
and new links to the 
benchmarking and SLAA 
tools provide easier access

HOME





Administrative Data on Library Branches

Library Trends



Public Library Data PDFs
Programs and ServicesRevenues, Expenditures, and Staff Library Collections



Find Peers
These are the 
6 characteristics 
the libraries are 
compared against

Some libraries have 
few or no perfect 
matches. Change 
the filters here to 
prioritize which 
characteristics you 
are matching 
against

Choose if you 
want to view 

libraries in all 
states, only 

the same 
state, or only 
other states

See how many 
peer libraries 

are included in 
the list below 

based on your 
prioritized 

characteristics

The selected library 
is also included in 
the table and 
highlighted in 
yellow





Peer Benchmarking



SLAA Survey

Longitudinal survey 
in federal statistical 
system since 1994

Administered 
biennially since 

2012; historic 100% 
response rate

Roles and 
responsibilities vary 
across the states.

Complements Public 
Libraries Survey 
(PLS) and State 
Program Report 

(SPR)



What have been the long-term trends in 
SLAA revenues & expenditures?
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Snapshot Overview
• Allied Operations
• Financial Health
• Workforce
• Collections 
• Library 

Development 
Transactions





FY24 SLAA Survey Release 
Coming Soon!

April 2026
• Data files and documentation
• Updated SLAA Survey Overview and 

Comparison Tool
July 2026
• FY24 SLAA Survey research report



Sneak Peek: NMS Data Portal



Research and Evaluation Project Updates

• Childhood Reading Study
• Infrastructure Studies

• U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) Studies
• IMLS Study



Childhood Reading Updates

Secondary Research Report 
Published: Child Reading Literacy and 
the Role of Public Libraries
Focuses on children’s engagement in 
reading, role of libraries, best practices, 
and more

• Ages 0-12, public library context

• Methodology: literature review, 
document review, IMLS interviews, 
grant review

Image Credit: Stock Image, Microsoft Office

https://www.imls.gov/research-evaluation/evaluations-research-studies/child-reading-literacy-and-public-libraries-secondary-research
https://www.imls.gov/research-evaluation/evaluations-research-studies/child-reading-literacy-and-public-libraries-secondary-research


1. How is engagement in reading defined at different 
developmental ages? What are measurable outcomes of 
engaged reading in the public library context?
• Engagement: “participation in a task that reflects interest, motivation, attention, 

or self-regulation.”

• Reading engagement is a multidimensional construct that can be difficult for 
public libraries to measure directly.

• Measures of engagement vary by age:
• Early childhood (ages 0-5): e.g., language development, home reading 

environment
• Elementary school (ages 6-12): e.g., reading comprehension, reading for 

pleasure, motivation to read

• Libraries often measure proxies of engagement (e.g., attendance, books checked out, 
library cards issued, caregivers’ ratings of programming).

• Engagement is more often/easily measured in educational settings.

Reading Engagement
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Best Practices

2. What activities and outreach do public 
libraries see as best practices to engage 
children in reading? How do public libraries 
invest in staff and infrastructure to improve the 
implementation of these practices?
• Public libraries prioritize investments in training for 

staff to deliver reading literacy programming. 
• The literature and landscape reviews point to the importance 

of providing professional development to library staff.
• Literacy-focused grants also commonly report providing such 

training to staff.
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Engaging with Library Resources

3. How do children engage with public library 
resources supporting their reading engagement 
(individually or together with their caregivers)?
• Public libraries recognize the importance of involving 

caregivers in children’s reading engagement. 
• The literature and landscape reviews strongly support this claim: 

caregivers are central to children’s reading engagement.
• The grant review showed that many grantees:

• Directly engaged caregivers as participants in public library 
programming (e.g., storytimes).

• Provided caregivers with resources, including ideas for literacy 
activities to conduct at home. 



Digital and Online Resources

4. How has children’s engagement in 
reading changed over time with the 
introduction of digital and online resources 
in public libraries?
• Public libraries have expanded their digital offerings, 

but little evidence exists about how these tools have 
changed children’s reading engagement. 
• Although some grant recipients invested in digital resources 

like audiobooks or e-books, there was little evidence on how 
the proliferation of these resources has influenced children’s 
reading. 

• Additionally, there is mixed evidence about the efficacy of 
digital offerings and engagement in formal learning settings.



Healthy Literacy Ecosystems

5. What does existing research tell us about what a healthy 
literacy ecosystem is? Where is a public library’s best fit as a 
contributor, and in what ways do public libraries contribute to the 
overall health of the system?
• Public libraries play an important and multifaceted role in the literacy 

ecosystem. 
• Children and caregivers can access public libraries free of charge. These libraries play a 

critical role in a healthy ecosystem that: 
• Emphasizes the importance of early reading. 
• Provides caregivers with the resources they need to support children’s engagement 

in reading.

• Public libraries fill a variety of roles in the literacy ecosystem, including as: 
• Resource hubs that offer reading literacy materials for children and caregivers.
• Direct service providers of programs like summer reading.
• Conveners of other community organizations devoted to improving children’s 

reading literacy.
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Patterns of Engagement

6. Are there different patterns of children’s 
engagement in reading through public 
libraries by public library infrastructure or 
community characteristics?
• Researchers and public libraries recognize the 

importance of engaging various populations. 
• Research suggests that, to engage communities most 

effectively in reading, public libraries must pay attention to 
linguistic, cultural, and economic factors that could hinder 
children’s reading development.

• Public libraries can act as important resource hubs, 
providing access to books with authors and characters 
that represent the communities they serve. 
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Future Studies

7. What are considerations for future studies 
examining the effectiveness of ways public 
libraries engage children in reading?
• Opportunities exist to investigate the effectiveness of 

public library programming.
• The literature review and grant data:

• Consistently indicate the importance of public library 
initiatives like storytime and summer reading programs in 
supporting engaged reading. 

• Reveal limited evidence about the effectiveness of these 
programs, suggesting research opportunities in this area.



GAO Library Infrastructure Study

• Public Libraries: Many Buildings Are Reported to 
Be in Poor Condition, with Increasing Deferred 
Maintenance
• Quantitative work planned to supplement IMLS’s 

qualitative work

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-26-107262
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-26-107262
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-26-107262
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-26-107262


GAO Infrastructure Study – Research 
Topics

• Availability of library facilities by geographic region
• Current physical conditions of library facilities
• Challenges to addressing facility repair needs
• Estimated cost to address facility repair needs



GAO Library Infrastructure Study

• More information available in the GAO report:
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-26-107262

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-26-107262
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-26-107262
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-26-107262
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-26-107262
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-26-107262


Questions?



Thank You!
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