
Director’s Report for June 25, 2026    

Act 372 Litigation Update 
Earlier this month I traveled to St. Louis for the 8th Circuit hearing on the state’s 
appeal of the permanent injunction issued by Judge Brooks in December 2024. 
Appellate oral arguments are focused on nuances in the factual record and the 
applicable case law. There are no witnesses; just attorney's arguments and 
responses to questions from the three judges. I know from my earlier career as a 
trial lawyer that it’s easy to read too much into the questions judges pose during 
oral arguments. All I can saw with confidence is that appellee’s lawyers (our side) 
made our arguments that the law was unconstitutional as effectively as possible 
and they answered questions credibly within the twenty minutes allotted them. 
We will know in 60-90 days how the appellate judges view those arguments and 
Judge Brooks’ order granting our injunction against the statute. Here is the ADG 
story covering the argument.  
 
Steve Straessle’s New Program Experiment  

Several months ago the head of Catholic High and CALS supporter Steve Straessle 
contacted me to ask if CALS would consider trying a book program idea that he 
thought might appeal to a different segment of the community. He wanted to try 
pairing author talks with bourbon tasting. Since Steve is such a popular moderator 
for festival presentations and because I am typically happy to explore new ways 
to bring more people to library programs, we decided to give his idea a shot. In 
April I was sharing Steve’s program idea with former U.S. Senator Tim 
Hutchinson’s son Jeremy and he told me that his dad’s memoir, From Spavinaw to 
D.C., would soon be published. Jeremy thought his dad would welcome the 
opportunity to come to CALS to discuss the book with Steve over an adult 
beverage. Senator Hutchinson has agreed to talk about his book with Steve on 
July 23 at 6pm in the Darragh Center. A sponsor will offer free tastings to adults 
attending the program. Local author Eli Cranor, a popular Arkansas author and big 
supporter of the book festival, recently recounted a relevant experience with his 
new book club in Russellville in his ADG column that lends credence to Steve’s 
theory that his approach can expand the audience for book talks.  
 
 
 
 



Escalating Costs of Digital Content 

 Prompted by Carol and Leslie’s excellent presentation at our April board meeting, 
the ADG published a lengthy story last week after exploring this issue beyond 
Arkansas. Here is the article on this challenge facing public libraries everywhere.  
 
CALS Civics Academy for Students 

 In the April Director’s Report, I highlighted that CALS had received a $15,000 
grant and acceptance into a cohort of libraries across the country focused on 
increasing civic engagement among 18-24 year olds. As we move toward 
implementation for this project, we are hosting a Civic Hive Mind Summit this 
week to connect with organizations and individuals doing work in civic education 
and awareness so that we can plot a course that complements but does not 
duplicate the work of others. We are also partnering with Get Loud Arkansas on a 
pilot program of Civic Saturdays to be held from August to November. In a 
separate but complementary initiative, we are also working with the Arkansas 
Civic Action Network, a local nonprofit that offers civics training to high school 
students, to provide a program this fall that would allow students to receive 
service credits they need to graduate by attending 5 or 6 sessions at various 
branches. ArkCAN has created the curriculum and previously taught the material 
for students at LR Central and Waldron High Schools. The CALS-related version 
would include a prominent segment on CALS which our staff would lead. If this 
partnership succeeds, high school students will learn about local government and 
how to participate in it. They will also gain insight into our libraries that might 
propel them to become supporters of CALS.  
 
Arkansas’s Heroes 

 On June 3, a large audience in Darragh heard a Legacies & Lunch presentation by 
historian Ronnie Nichols and sculptor Vinnie Bagwell. Afterwards they helped 
unveil Vinnie’s impressive bronze soldier she named Arkansas Heroes. The 
sculpture commemorates the service of 5,626 Black Americans who fought for the 
Union in Arkansas during the Civil War. The ADG story about the unveiling of the 
new sculpture is here.  
 
Program Updates 

We had a very successful kick-off to Summer @ CALS with a family event at the 
Children’s Library with over a thousand people in attendance throughout the 
course of the event. Programs across the system have been met with enthusiastic 



participation from our patrons. Programmers and other staff who have been with 
the system long-term have anecdotally reported that this summer’s level of 
engagement feels more similar to pre-covid energy than the past few years. 
Count Up, our math tutoring program, often sees a lower amount of weekly 
tutoring sessions during the summer (although some families choose to continue 
their participation year-round). This summer we are offering a supplemental 
weekly math camp that is facilitated by our math tutors.  
 
We are working with Delta Sigma Theta Sorority to present a non-partisan panel 
discussion about voting rights in mid-July. Our Board President Dr. Neal will be 
one of the panelists.  
 
Development 

 Our development staff is pleased to share that CALS is the recipient of an FY 2026 

grant award of $30,000 from the National Endowment for the Arts. This grant will 

support the 2026 Six Bridges Book Festival. On June 10, they announced the 

headliner for our third annual Six Bridges Book Festival fundraising event . . . Ariel 

Lawhon! Lawhon is an award-winning, critically acclaimed, New York Times 

bestselling author of historical fiction. Her books have been translated into more 

than thirty languages and have been Good Morning America, LibraryReads, and 

One Book One County selections. Her books have collectively been checked out 

more than 4,700 times by CALS patrons and her novel The Frozen River was in the 

library system’s Top 10 circulated Adult Fiction (print) titles of 2025. Lawhon will 

be visiting Little Rock while on book tour for her new novel The Pirate Queen, 

which will be published on September 8, 2026. (The Pirate Queen is a sweeping 

historical adventure inspired by the life of Grace O’Malley, the legendary Irish folk 

heroine.) The event will be held the evening of Sunday, October 4, from Ron 

Robinson Theater. Tickets are $100/person. This will be the only ticketed event of 

the festival. The event raises money to help CALS pay for all the stipends, flights, 

and hotel rooms for the dozens of authors who come in for free events 

throughout Six Bridges. Tickets are available here—we hope you’ll consider 

joining or helping us spread the word: https://events.cals.org/event/16715373  

 



Volunteer 

In addition to placing volunteers for day-to-day needs on an ongoing basis, we 

also welcome larger groups. More and more larger corporations seek to offer 

service opportunities for their employees. CALS recently hosted a group of L’Oreal 

employees for L’Oreal Citizen Day. The company closed its North Little Rock plant 

for a day and all of their employees participated in service projects in the 

community. At CALS L’Oreal employees packaged snacks to refill our pantries with 

Be Mighty. 

Communications 

June has been an active month for the Communications and Community 
Engagement team. They supported the unveiling of Arkansas’s Heroes, 
participated in community events including Beyond the Divide on West 9th Street 
and Juneteenth in Da Rock, and promoted the Summer @ CALS kickoff to great 
success. They have now turned their attention to programs such as Books & 
Beats, celebrating Black Music Month with DJ Ally Lynn and Deshaun “Six” 
Wilkins, as well as planning for the Six Bridges Book Festival and the Rock It! Lab’s 
fifth anniversary celebration in July. Tameka’s team is also working with Carol to 
develop the strategic plan landing page while continuing to promote Summer @ 
CALS programming and activities. 
 
Circulation and Traffic 

 While circulation is holding steady, the number of library visits is trending up. 
Through the end of May, systemwide door count is up 16% over the same period 
last year. While Main Library is responsible for at least some of that growth, a few 
branches have also contributed.  
 
It’s challenging to see trends when looking at a monthly snapshot, so we’ve been 
working on a new tool that we hope will provide a more holistic view of our usage 
in several areas. The graph below is taken from that tool, which is called Envisio. 
Rather than two or four data points from specific times, this chart allows us to see 
the trends over time. Like most of the numbers we track (door count, circulation, 
etc.), there are cyclical changes throughout the year. We know, for example, that 
circulation will almost always be highest in June, when Summer @ CALS is in full 
swing. In the case of library visits, that number will usually be lowest around the 
holidays and in the colder months when inclement weather is more likely to close 



the library for a few days. You can see those cyclical swings in this chart, but you 
can also see that the total number of visits is trending up over time. March, April, 
and May this year all had higher visits than we had in those three months last 
year. The ability to see these trends in multiple metrics on a timely basis should 
contribute to better decision-making in the future. 

The new Envisio Analytics tool will be linked from the CALS website and should be 
available to the public in August. We’re hoping to provide a live demonstration at 
the next board meeting in July. 
 
Union Organizing Efforts at CALS 

 A couple of months ago a local union organizer contacted me and asked who at 
CALS could discuss with him getting union membership dues deducted from CALS 
employee payroll. I suggested he connect with Priscilla and he asked if I was okay 
with this. I told him that CALS would of course follow the law. I checked with a 
local lawyer who confirmed that we should withhold the membership dues if any 
employee asked us to do that. He also advised that we get the employees to sign 
a consent form authorizing the payroll deduction. We prepared the form and 
Priscilla shared it with the Union organizer. She told him we would honor our 
employees’ requests if they authorized us to do this by executing the form. I knew 
that Arkansas law did not give employees any right to bargain collectively with 
public entities and wondered what, if any, benefits employees could reasonably 
expect to receive from membership if there could be no agreement between the 
library and any union. But it didn’t seem appropriate to share my skepticism 
unless employees asked me. None did. Many weeks later reports reached some 
senior leadership that the organizer was characterizing his communications with 
Priscilla and me in ways that were inaccurate and potentially misleading to CALS 
employees. At that point Priscilla and I knew we needed to communicate to 
employees what we had been told by our lawyers so that we could reduce the 
chances of confusion that might have been generated by the organizer. She has 
emailed a statement to all CALS employees this week informing them that under 
the applicable state and federal laws CALS cannot enter any collective bargaining 



agreement with its employees and that CALS cannot negotiate any workplace 
matters with a union. Here is a link to a copy of her communication that she 
previewed with CALS employment law counsel before sending it.  
  
Next Board Meeting 

Our next board meeting will be on July 23, 2026.   

 
 


