
Director’s Report for July 23, 2026    
Capital Projects Update 
The renovations at Roberts Library are the final major project supported by the 
remaining 2022 bond funds. The project will establish a new home for the CALS 
Used Book Sale, create a small museum space featuring Arkansas history exhibits 
and map tables managed by Butler Center staff, and relocate the building’s main 
entrance to face west toward Rock Street and the parking deck. The project also 
includes a new ramp connecting the parking area to improve accessibility to the 
public entrance. AMR Architects presented the design drawings at the April 24, 
2025, Board meeting at Rooker Library. These projects are expected to be 
completed within the next month. 

I reported to you in your 2026 Budget Memo last December that CALS had applied 
for a grant through the Arkansas Economic Development Commission to help fund 
the construcƟon of the accessibility ramp. We learned a few days aŌer the 
December board meeƟng that we did not receive the AEDC grant and shared that 
news with you in January. We were commiƩed to improving accessibility between 
Roberts Library and the parking deck for our patrons with mobility issues, even if 
we couldn't secure the state funding. We proceeded with the project relying on 
the alternaƟve funding sources outlined in the budget memo and highlighted 
again in my February 2026 director's report.  There were three sources in that 
alternaƟve plan: (1) Butler Center and DiscreƟonary Fund cash on hand; (2) the 
remaining 2022 capital bond proceeds; and (3) CALS Reserves. The money in 
categories 1 and 2 has been or will soon be exhausted. To finish paying the 
contractor and architects we will need to spend up to $353,000, the amount 
previously idenƟfied in the memo and earlier report. Board authorizaƟon is 
required in advance of spending any CALS reserves. We will offer a resoluƟon at 
the meeƟng this week to obtain approval for spending up to $353,000 from CALS 
reserves to finish the project.  

CALS Civics Academy for Students 
As she nears the end of Summer @ CALS our Youth Services Coordinator Amanda 
Orgel is also busy planning for the civics education program that we are 
partnering with ARCAN to conduct during the fall semester. Classes will begin on 
September 12.  The goal is to provide high school students with an opportunity to 



learn about local government and how they can participate in their community's 
civic affairs. Main, Nixon, and Dee Brown will host classes that will run over a 6-
week period. ARCAN has obtained approval from LRSD to award participants who 
finish the course credits toward their required volunteer service hours. An email is 
going out this week to other high school principals in our service area to tell them 
about the program and to ask if they would allow us to invite their students. 
ARCAN's summary of the curriculum is here. 
 
City Receives $30M for 30 Crossing Park 
On July 7th, the City of Little Rock announced it would receive $30M from The 
Bezos Earth Fund to develop the 30 Crossing Park. This represents approximately 
a third of the estimated $85M cost of the park where the freeway ramps once 
stood. The Bezos grant will obviously help with the library’s ongoing efforts to 
make initial modest improvements this year to the small part of the 30 Crossing 
Park that sits across from the Main Library. With funds we have raised from 
donors, we have engaged an urban landscape design architect to plan for the 
pollinator gardens that will be in this area near CALS. The same designer is 
working for the city on the design of the entire park. We think this gives us the 
best chance of not having any of the more distant improvements to erase our 
near-term contributions. The beginning of actual work on the full park is still 2 
years away, apparently because it will take that long to do the full-blown design. 
But after a meeting last week with the city parks director, Leland Couch, I'm 
hopeful that the work we have been fundraising for and organizing, including the 
garden, some pathways, and a programming platform our staff and others can 
use, will begin in this fall. Here is the ADG story about the Bezos announcement.  
 
Library Square Books Opening August 20 
We have set the Ribbon Cutting with the Little Rock Chamber for 2pm on August 
20. Communications is working with Development on the details and will issue an 
official announcement soon. Jessica Scott is working hard to get the shelves 
stocked with donated books.  Eventually, we will offer for sale a few CALS 
branded shirts and book bags. The City Parks Department in Little Rock has 
expressed interest in having us stock and sell some of their merchandise 
promoting the city's outdoor spaces.  As previously noted, the Convention and 
Visitor's Bureau will open its new state of the art Experience Center to introduce 
visitors to the charms of the area. They will have ice cream samples from Loblolly, 
as well as beer and whiskey from local breweries and distilleries.   



 
Bourbon & Books with Senator Tim Hutchinson 
In another intersection of books and distilled beverages, Catholic High School 
principal Steve Straessle will lead the discussion Thursday evening in the Darragh 
Center. I am hoping that we will draw some people who have not been attending 
library book talks at CALS. If you want to join us, here's the registration tab 
 
A.I. Readiness Group 
Priscilla continues to lead a robust conversation among a group of approximately 
20 library staff who signed on to participate in studying artificial intelligence as it 
relates to the work we do. During this quarter, the committee had a guest 
speaker from the City of Little Rock who shared his experience developing an AI 
policy and provided valuable recommendations for our next steps. The committee 
will do a systemwide inventory of AI tools currently being used by staff to better 
understand how AI is being used throughout CALS. This information will help 
inform future guidance and help identify security risks or concerns. 
 
Program Updates 
Summer @ CALS is winding down for another year. We had over 8300 registrants 
for this year’s program and logged enough books to meet our community reading 
goal. In the next several weeks, several of our branches will support families in 
the transition from summer learning to the new school year through back-to-
school events. Our outreach team also sees a high number of requests to appear 
at community events during this time of year.  
 
We are excited to host a special staff training for our youth programmers who 
work with our youngest patrons in August. We will be hosting Liz McChesney, a 
librarian, library consultant, and early literacy expert to guide our staff in 
providing more literacy support to parents and caregivers in our storytime 
programs. This is step one in an initiative to provide more engagement with 
parents about how the library’s collections, services, and programs can support 
families through literacy and connection to other educational resources. We look 
forward to sharing more about the enhanced programming in this area as it 
develops over the next several months. 
 
In August we will kick off the pilot program for a year-long program initiative in 
civics education and engagement focused on young adults. This project is funded 



by our participation in an Urban Libraries Cohort that we’ve previously reported. 
We will host several Civic Saturday programs in partnership with Get Loud 
Arkansas to education patrons on civic opportunities. The first event is August 15 
in the Rock It! Lab meeting space. 
 
Development 
This week we were pleased to welcome the staff of the Arkansas Community 
FoundaƟon (including new CEO Jessica Ford) for a tour of the Main Library. The 
Arkansas Community FoundaƟon is a valuable partner to CALS, as ACF fund 
holders support numerous CALS programs and campaigns (such as the 
Encyclopedia of Arkansas, Rock It! Lab, the Butler Center, Six Bridges Book FesƟval, 
the Next Chapter capital campaign, and others). During their visit, the ACF staff 
presented the CALS FoundaƟon with a $6,700 grant to support CALS’s Count Up 
program. ACF staff selected Count Up to receive a grant during this year’s Pulaski 
County Giving Tree grant cycle, recognizing that 8th Grade math scores for 
students in Pulaski County lag behind the rest of the state, and Count Up is an 
important resource as the only free dedicated math tutoring program in Central 
Arkansas. During the tour, we were also proud to show the ACF staff some of 
CALS’s archival holdings from the Carolyn LeMaster Arkansas Jewish History 
CollecƟon. Over the past year, the CALS FoundaƟon has received giŌs totaling 
$57,226 from the Arkansas Community FoundaƟon to fund the digiƟzaƟon of the 
LeMaster collecƟon. It was rewarding to have an opportunity to show the 
collecƟon to the ACF staff in person.  
 
In addiƟon to our ongoing donor stewardship and grants management, we have 
started sponsorship recruitment for this year’s sixth annual Day of the Dead event. 
If you are interested in sponsoring this popular event, talk to Eliza or see here. 
 
Communications 
July has been heavily focused on supporting programs and special events across 
the system, including Bourbon & Books on July 23, the Pat Travers Band at Ron 
Robinson Theater on July 25, and the Rock It! Lab’s 5th anniversary celebration on 
July 25. The team is currently preparing for the opening of Library Square Books 
(August 20) and securing media and developing materials for the Six Bridges Book 
Festival (Sept.27-Oct 4). 



September is Library Card Sign-up Month, and once again, we are working with 
the North Little Rock Public Library System and the Garland, Saline, and Jefferson 
County libraries to offer discounts and incentives to library cardholders. We’re 
still accepting businesses to participate in the “Power of the Card,” so if you have 
any recommendations, send them to Tameka (tlee@cals.org). 
 
Circulation and Traffic 
Although Main Library has not yet been open for a full year since the renovation, 
we took a look at some numbers. From October 2022 to June 2023, there were 
108,173 visits to Main. In contrast, from October 2025 to June 2026, Main 
welcomed 143,746 visitors, a 33% difference. The number of systemwide library 
visits is trending up as well. Although we have not yet matched pre-COVID levels, 
we are making progress. In the first six months of 2019, we counted 918,653 
visits. In 2026, we have welcomed 698,711 visitors so far, 24% lower than in 2019. 
That total was 34% lower for the same period in 2025. Most metrics track up and 
down from month to month, so trends are important. Here's a quick chart 
showing the trend in library visits since January 2025. 

   
And here's a stats slide from a presentation Eliza did for the Community 
Foundation visit earlier this week that is mentioned above.  



 
 
 
Milam Retirement 
After nearly 30 years with CALS, Allen Jarvis is retiring next month. He worked at 
Thompson before becoming the manager in Perryville 8 years ago. We will miss 
him and appreciate all he has devoted to CALS and our patrons for so many years.  
 
Next Board MeeƟng 
Our next board meeƟng will be on August 27, 2026.   
 


