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 In the United States, the number of Spanish-speaking immigrants, from both Latin 

America and Europe, as well as the population of native-born Spanish speakers continues to 

grow. In just the past decade, Hispanic and Latino populations have accounted for a huge 

increase in the overall population of the United States. Public libraries exist to serve and 

represent their communities, and Spanish-speaking populations are now spread throughout all 

regions of the country. In this paper I will look at historical and current literature regarding 

services to Spanish speakers in public libraries, the problems that come with the services, and 

potential solutions. The materials I review show that many of the problems facing librarians 

trying to expand Spanish language services as early as the 1970s continue to exist in libraries 

today. While nearly all of the literature reviewed includes proposed solutions to these 

difficulties, the apparent lack of change in literature pertaining to this topic shows that these 

solutions are either not being implemented or have been unsuccessful. 

 In the article, Recruiting Spanish-Speaking Library Students, Cabello-Argandoña clearly 

states that library and information services for Spanish speakers are inadequate. More 

specifically he cites several problems facing this population including, “deficient collections, 

inadequate staffing patterns… lack of proper access to materials, and significantly low 

recruitment of Spanish-speaking students by U.S. library schools” (Cabello-Argandoña, 1976, p. 

1). Although the author mentions several problems faced by Hispanic and Latino populations, he 

chooses to emphasize the low number of students with knowledge of the Spanish language in 

LIS programs as the most pressing issue. Increasing the number of Spanish-speaking students 

becoming librarians is the main focus of the article and the main solution proposed by Cabello-

Argandoña. This solution directly relates to the problem of staffing patterns previously 
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mentioned, by working towards more library staff members that have direct experience with the 

Spanish language.  

According to Cabello-Argandoña’s article, the problem with library staffing patterns is 

that they do not reflect the communities being served. Spanish-speaking LIS students, and later 

librarians, would not only reflect the populations served by their libraries but also have a better 

understanding of the problems faced by Spanish-speaking patrons. These students and librarians 

could use this understanding to create innovative services and build relationships with Spanish 

speakers who visit the library. Unfortunately the article seems to suggest targeting only Chicano 

students for recruitment to LIS programs. Although the Chicano population is one of the most 

prevalent among Hispanic and Latino groups in the United States, this focus leaves out many 

other groups of Spanish speakers. In his article, Cabello-Argandoña (1976) also references a 

survey of minority graduate students conducted by the ALA in 1972 and he states that, “this 

survey reported an enrollment of 18 Spanish-speaking students” (p. 1). Considering that this 

survey included all ALA accredited library education programs, the number of students who 

speak Spanish seems especially low and limiting recruitment efforts to only Chicano students 

drastically reduces the potential to increase the number of Spanish speaking students in LIS 

programs. 

 Shortly after Cabello-Argandoña’s article, a 1978 publication prepared by New Mexico 

State University, Library Services to Mexican Americans, provides a compilation of essays 

concerned with improving services to Spanish-speakers in all areas of library work. Although 

Hispanic and Latino populations were not new to the United States by this time, and even with 

some articles addressing library services for these populations, it appears that previous work on 

the issue was not sufficient. The introduction to this work clearly states the opinion of the editors 
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saying that, “The body of library literature has not substantially helped to define either the 

problem(s) or to aid in designing alternatives for libraries and information services for the 

Spanish speaking population“ (Urzua, 1978, p. 6). On the topic of public libraries, this work 

echoes the suggestions published two years beforehand by Cabello-Argandoña and repeatedly 

mentions the importance of bilingual librarians. In addition, one of the essays from the work 

moves forward from the suggestions of the other essays and Cabello-Argandoña and does in fact 

try to propose an alternative to traditional library services.  

While most of the essays in Library Services to Mexican Americans repeat the necessity 

of hiring bilingual library staff, one essay stands apart by offering another potential method for 

improving services to Spanish speakers. In this essay the author points out that the indexing 

systems used to catalog materials in public libraries are English language systems, meaning they 

are less suited to indexing and locating Spanish language materials. Not only does this make 

resources in Spanish more difficult to find, it also “breeds dependence” by forcing patrons who 

only speak Spanish to rely on bilingual librarians and these librarians become “translators and 

cultural ‘trouble shooters’” rather than providing other more useful services as an actual librarian 

(Urzua, 1978, p. 19-20). This dependence means that, while Spanish-speaking librarians would 

be beneficial, they cannot provide independence for Spanish speakers to seek information 

without needing additional assistance. It appears that the proposed alternative indexing system 

has not been implemented in U.S. libraries and I found that this idea is rarely mentioned in other 

literature pertaining to library services for Spanish-speakers. 

 Following the publication by New Mexico State University, literature on the topic of 

Spanish speakers in libraries seems to become fairly sparse, despite the continuing growth of 

Hispanic and Latino populations in the United States. In 1993 the American Library Association 
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(ALA) published a short book, Directory of Resources on Library Services to the Spanish 

Speaking, as an introductory resource for librarians. This is one of the first works to 

acknowledge Hispanic and Latino populations throughout all areas of the United States stating 

that, “Spanish-speaking communities are appearing in parts of the country where none existed 

before” (1993, p. 1). Like other literature, the ALA publication focuses on the importance of 

Spanish-speaking staff, but takes a new approach compared to previous solutions. The majority 

of the book is comprised of a series of annotated bibliographies pointing librarians to further 

resources they can utilize when providing services to Spanish speakers. Most of the resources 

provided in this publication are aimed at librarians who are not fluent in Spanish and most are 

glossaries of words and phrases that would be useful in a library setting. There are also a large 

number of library forms and brochures that have already been translated into Spanish and can 

simply be customized by specific libraries. The resources provided in this publication provide a 

sound basis for creating new services to Spanish speakers, but relying purely on glossaries and 

pre-translated flyers will not allow librarians to connect or converse with the Hispanic and Latino 

communities. Only a few years after this publication from the ALA, another library organization, 

REFORMA, held a conference to discuss their idea for serving Spanish-speaking library patrons. 

A short news article written by Luann Toth in 1996 briefly mentions work by 

REFORMA, the National Association to Promote Library Service to the Spanish Speaking. In 

this article, Toth highlights the first national conference held by REFORMA. At this point the 

organization had been in existence for twenty-five years without holding a national conference, 

which potentially indicates a lack of interest or resources dedicated to serving Spanish-speaking 

library patrons. The article does not include much detail, so it is hard to say if the REFORMA 

conference offered new insights into previously mentioned problems in the area. Despite the lack 
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of information about specific events or topics addressed at the conference, there is a reference to 

programs aimed towards Spanish speaking youth. Toth mentions that some of youth services 

promoted during the conference include “Spanish-language collection development” and 

“bilingual storytimes” (1996). While the article does not include any further information 

regarding the development or implementation of these programs, it does show that REFORMA 

was looking into new options for serving Spanish-speaking populations. This seems to be one of 

the first references to children’s services in Spanish and although there is not much information 

on the specifics of these services, this area of interest continues to appear in later literature.  

An anthology published by Salvador Güereña (2000) focuses on various aspects of 

providing library services to Latinos. The first chapters of the book reiterate ideas that have been 

stated in past literature and include a large section concerning the need for Latino librarians to 

serve Latino patrons. Once again the authors recognize that this issue has been addressed in the 

past, but with little success, stating, “Although the profession has discussed, written, applauded 

and affirmed its commitment to increasing the… diversity of its ranks, the statistics show little 

progress has been made” (Güereña, 2000, p. 21). This book is one of the first to propose any sort 

of concrete plan as a solution to the low level of diversity in LIS degree programs. This plan 

focuses around the idea of recruiting, and then mentoring, people who might not have considered 

or known about library education programs. Library Services to Latinos emphasizes the 

importance of librarians, and minority librarians in particular, as role models who can inspire and 

guide others on the path to becoming a librarian. Literature published after this work continues to 

mention low enrollment rates of minority students in LIS programs, but do not mention 

mentorship so it is hard to say if this system of recruitment has been implemented. 
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Library Services to Latinos is also the only other work I found to suggest using Spanish 

language terms when cataloging these materials, similar to the indexing proposed in Library 

Services to Mexican Americans. While the authors do not endorse a completely new indexing 

system, they do advocate for making bilingual catalog entries for Spanish materials. Similarly to 

how the University of New Mexico’s publication believed an English-based catalog forced 

dependence on librarians, Library Services to Latinos states that providing catalog entries in 

English and Spanish serves to “make the collection self-serviceable and user friendly” (Güereña, 

2000, p. 63). As online services also begin to have more of an impact, this book is the first to 

introduce Web services for Spanish speakers. The authors suggest making library websites 

accessible to Spanish-speaking users. In addition, they suggest updating online catalogs as 

previously mentioned, with bilingual entries for Spanish language materials. This would allow 

more equal access to library resources and would allow Spanish speakers, like other patrons, to 

easily search the online library catalog in a language they feel comfortable with. Currently, many 

library websites do have at least some pages available in Spanish, but surprisingly none of the 

more recent literature reviewed in this paper suggest bilingual catalog entries. 

 In her book, Library Service to Spanish Speaking Patrons, Sharon Moller reiterates many 

ideas that have appeared in previous publications such as the need for bilingual librarians. Like 

others, she advocates for more Spanish-speaking students entering LIS degree programs, but she 

also offers some new advice. Specifically, Moller (2001) suggests, “Encouraging staff members 

to take Spanish classes at the local community college” (p. 19). While recruiting students who 

are already fluent in Spanish to LIS programs would be an ideal solution, the alternative 

proposed by Moller provides a more immediate solution to the lack of bilingual staff in public 

libraries. Although community college courses may not lead to fluency, making an effort to help 
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Spanish-speaking patrons in their native language demonstrates interest in providing library 

services to this population. While Moller does touch on some important aspects of service to 

Spanish speakers in her book, she also focuses heavily on the lack of education among Latinos 

and the simplicity of the Spanish language.  

With this bias the author puts forth several more ideas for serving Spanish-speaking 

patrons that seem less beneficial than her suggestion to focus on bilingual library staff. Many of 

the solutions to the problems of serving Spanish speakers revolve around material selection. 

After citing the lack of education among Latinos, Moller (2001) recommends choosing simple 

materials and popular fiction and says, “Unless you know in advance that you have an especially 

well-educated, literate clientele, I would not invest heavily in literature classics” (p. 24). 

Although it initially seems Moller’s book is aimed towards serving a diverse population of 

Spanish speakers throughout the United States, she quickly moves her focus to serving 

undereducated members of this population. While this is a valid focus and an important group to 

serve within the larger area of services for Spanish speakers, Moller seems to generalize this 

portion of the population as representative of all Hispanics and Latinos. Certainly librarians 

should consider the needs of the community they serve when selecting materials in any language, 

but it appears that Moller quickly dismisses “well-educated” and “literate” Latinos as a group 

that is not worth general consideration when choosing Spanish language literature. Moller does 

touch on children’s services in her book, but the bias against Spanish speakers shown in previous 

sections continues. 

The section of Library Service to Spanish Speaking Patrons focused on children’s 

services begins by emphasizing the importance of providing bilingual and Spanish materials for 

not only adults, but also children. The focus on providing children with literature in their native 
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language, or that of their parents, continues as Moller advocates planning story time programs in 

Spanish as well. As one of the first pieces of literature reviewed in this paper to outline specific 

services for Spanish speaking youth, this book is very beneficial to the field. Nevertheless, the 

author’s bias shows through once again as she continues with her advice for Spanish story time 

programs. As mentioned previously, Moller recognizes the need for bilingual librarians in 

libraries and also the problems caused by a lack of Spanish speaking staff. To compensate for a 

low number of bilingual librarians, she explains, “Even librarians who are not fluent in Spanish 

can read in that language with little practice” (Moller, 2001, p. 49). Technically the Spanish 

language is less phonetically complex than English, in that it has a small number of phonemes, 

but the pronunciation is still very different from English. It seems unwise to recommend that 

librarians with little to no Spanish experience be expected to read out loud in that language 

during a library program, particularly one designed to promote literacy and language skills 

among children.  

Another book published not long after Moller’s work, Latinos and Libraries Series, 

brings up many of the same issues mentioned since the 1970s, but also focuses on many new 

topics not addressed in previously published literature. The authors, Güereña and Ayala, begin 

the book by recognizing persisting problems in library services to Spanish speakers. Similarly to 

the other literature reviewed in this paper, they acknowledge the “lack of representation of 

Latinos/as within the leadership and management of libraries” and the role LIS education should 

be playing to address this issue (Güereña & Ayala, 2001, p. 1). The literature addressing the need 

for more Spanish-speaking LIS students may seem redundant, but, upon closer investigation, 

clearly remains necessary. The 1972 ALA survey referenced by Cabello-Argandoña (1976) 
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highlighted the low representation of Spanish speakers in library education programs, and this 

representation has not improved. As stated by Güereña and Ayala (2001): 

 When we consider that Hispanics constitute over 15 percent of the U.S. total  

population, but only 3.4 percent of Hispanic students graduate from library  

sciences graduate programs, we realize that new approaches need to be considered  

to create a more representative and diverse professional force in our field. (p. 104) 

While the authors do recognize that low enrollment rates of Spanish-speaking students in LIS 

programs continue to be a problem in the field, they do not make this the main focus of their 

work, unlike other literature on the topic. Instead, Güereña and Ayala cover a very wide range of 

both issues and advances related to serving Spanish speakers, many of which have not formerly 

been mentioned and some of which also do not appear in more recent literature. 

 Like some other works, the book Latinos and Libraries Series talks about collection 

development and acquisition of Spanish language materials, but offers various new views within 

this matter. Unlike Moller (2001) who recommended focusing on mostly popular fiction, 

Güereña and Ayala (2001) suggest, rather, a balanced and varied core collection of materials to 

ensure that the library can offer “a little something for everyone in the community” (p. 98). The 

authors also recognize that the Spanish language collections provided by different libraries will 

be varied to reflect the specific communities being served. This book concentrates on the 

importance of librarians knowing the population they serve in order to offer materials that will 

simultaneously have a high rate of circulation while also complementing the diversity of library 

patrons (Güereña & Ayala, 2001). Another new problem introduced by Güereña and Ayala is the 

price of acquiring Spanish language materials. This issue is not mentioned in any works 

reviewed in this paper, but is important for libraries to keep in mind when creating a budget for 
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Spanish materials. There are still relatively few companies in the United States that publish 

materials in Spanish. Generally, translations of popular novels written in English can be found in 

the United States while materials originally published in a Spanish-speaking country will have to 

be imported. Unfortunately, both situations raise the cost of these books meaning that they are 

“generally more expensive than their English counterparts” (Güereña & Ayala, 2001, p. 10). 

While the authors do raise this concern as a problem facing libraries, they do not offer any 

solutions. Nevertheless, it is important for librarians to be aware of this issue when developing 

services and collections for Spanish-speaking populations. Güereña and Ayala treat the topic of 

youth services in much the same way as they handle material collection, recognizing the 

commonly addressed issues while also drawing attention to new concerns. 

 Like others, Güereña and Ayala agree that Spanish language materials and programs for 

children are a vital service in public libraries. Also, like REFORMA and Sharon Moller before 

them, the authors of Latinos and Libraries Series endorse bilingual and Spanish language story 

times. Unlike others, though, this work focuses much more on the reasoning behind these 

services, particularly the scientific evidence from linguistic research that supports the importance 

of bilingualism and also of a child’s native language. The United States government also claims 

to recognize the value of bilingualism, but Güereña and Ayala (2001) argue that Spanish-

speaking parents are receiving “conflicting messages” from government agencies, including 

public libraries. (p. 24). While the importance of bilingualism and development of a child’s 

native language is continuously stressed, libraries often have very limited services for Spanish-

speaking children. Aside from improving these services in simple ways such as providing better 

signage in Spanish and making Spanish language materials visible and easily accessible, the 

authors suggest that librarians working with children of Spanish-speaking parents should, 
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ideally, have some knowledge of second-language acquisition (Güereña & Ayala, 2001). Finally, 

in the last section of the book, a completely new subject concerning services to Spanish speakers 

is introduced. 

 Many of the issues addressed in Latinos and Libraries Series have been mentioned in 

previously published works. While these problems still exist and are important to discuss, 

Güereña and Ayala also bring a completely new idea to the table. As queer issues become more 

prevalent in society, the authors argue that libraries should be addressing the needs of queer 

Hispanics and Latinos as well. Whether or not librarians, or society as a whole, are aware of the 

presence of queer Latinos, Güereña and Ayala (2001) emphasize the importance of providing 

library materials for these patrons, saying: 

 Let us remember that libraries preserve the blood and bones, the poetry and politics, the  

history and herstory of the populations they serve. And that when groups of people are  

erased based on race, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, language, or spiritual affiliation, 

libraries and archives are not fulfilling their mission of attending to the needs of a diverse 

population. (p. 94) 

Public libraries exist to serve anyone who chooses to use their services, and it is a matter of 

social responsibility to ensure that the library has something for everyone. Although Güereña and 

Ayala try to bring new topics to the attention of librarians, more recent literature contains no 

mention of queer Hispanics and Latinos.  

 Despite the lack of literature on queer issues for Spanish-speaking library patrons, the 

book ¡Bienvenidos! ¡Welcome!, brings additional new ideas to the area of library services for 

Spanish speakers. Susannah Byrd does restate some previously mentioned suggestions for library 

programming, such as Spanish story times, but she is also the first to include a section on 
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planning cultural events. She also includes a list of resources to learn more about Hispanic 

celebrations and holidays for librarians who may not be familiar with the culture. Not only does 

this list serve as a valuable asset for creating library programs, it also provides librarians with an 

introduction to the culture of an important group of patrons. Byrd (2005) talks about the 

importance of these cultural celebrations and creating events focused around them will help 

attract patrons and will also “distinguish the library as an important community center for 

Latinos” (p. 33). Community holds a place of extreme importance within Hispanic and Latino 

communities, and the author continues to emphasize this aspect of library service throughout the 

book. 

 Much like Library Services to Latinos, Susannah Byrd offers recommendations on ways 

to take advantage of online resources. Apart from briefly mentioning the importance of Spanish 

language web pages, she also emphasizes use of the Internet as another way to build a sense of 

community. The author stresses the importance of advertising library services in the media and 

as more media outlets offer online services, these provide an excellent source for sharing 

information about library programs. Byrd (2005) also reiterates the advantages of offering 

cultural programs and says that these programs in particular should be advertised online because, 

“Spanish language media is often more interested in news about cultural programs than English-

language media” (p. 43). In addition to media outlets, Library Services to Latinos suggests that 

the Internet can also be used to create community connections in more personal ways. Byrd 

(2005) says that in every community there are people who function as “connectors” and they are 

generally “friendly people who everyone knows” (p. 40-41). As a librarian, the author suggests 

identifying the connectors within the Latino community, particularly those who already visit the 

library, and including them on email lists. Keeping the connectors informed will help ensure that 
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they spread the word about events taking place at the library to other members of their 

community. Future literature includes some brief references to technology use in libraries, but do 

not focus on the community aspect of these tools in the same way as Susannah Byrd. 

 A paper published in 2009 by two educators in Texas, despite being relatively short 

compared to other literature on the topic, brings in new ideas that have not previously been 

discussed. Unlike much of the other literature concerning services to Spanish speakers, and 

perhaps because of the brevity of the paper, this work does not cover any of the main, recurring 

issues that others have mentioned and instead focuses on new trends. Grace and Gonzalez-Garcia 

 (2009) stress the importance of attracting young readers from Hispanic and Latino populations 

and suggest using passive recommendation of books, which involves, “the strategic placement of 

books in noticeable places in an attractive and inviting environment” (p. 6). This approach seeks 

to make the library an appealing place for patrons and can help librarians promote books and 

authors that are appealing to Hispanic and Latino populations and which might normally be 

overlooked. Another new issue introduced in this paper is the stereotypical representation or lack 

of representation of Hispanic and Latino characters in books. While the number of Hispanic and 

Latino characters is still not proportional to the size of these populations in the United States, the 

depictions of these populations have improved. Nevertheless, Grace and Gonzalez-Garcia (2009) 

point out that, “libraries that are committed to increasing the numbers of books on various 

Hispanic cultures are reluctant to discard books; and so the earlier, less thoughtful and less 

accurate of the Hispanic titles, remain” (p. 7). The authors suggest that to avoid stereotyping 

these cultures, it is important to provide a variety of books to reflect the diversity of the Spanish-

speaking population. In particular, they focus on providing books and services to young readers 

who are at a key stage in their development and looking for books with which they can relate. 
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More recent literature continues this trend and shifts the focus from simply service for Spanish 

speakers to service for Spanish-speaking adolescents in particular. 

 Salvador Avila introduces the idea of services aimed specifically at Latino teens. While 

past literature has focused on services for adults and children, Spanish-speaking teens are also an 

important population to recognize when planning library services. Not only are Hispanic and 

Latino populations some of the fastest growing in the United States, “one in five teens in the U.S. 

is Hispanic and they are growing six times faster than other market segments” (Avila, 2012, p.1). 

From the beginning of his book, Serving Latino Teens, the author establishes the prevalence of 

Hispanic teens as a group separate from children and adults, and also justifies the creation of 

library services for this specific population. Avila also acknowledges previous literature, but 

believes that the conventional methods for serving Spanish speakers are not applicable when 

serving Latino teens. Despite affirming this belief, the author introduces relatively few new 

recommendations on the subject. In his book, Avila promotes the use of technology in the library 

to attract Latino teens but also rejects the importance of providing Spanish-language materials. 

 Contrary to previous literature reviewed in this paper, Avila offers an entirely new 

perspective concerning Spanish-language collections. In his opinion, prominently displaying 

materials in Spanish deprives Spanish speakers of other materials in the library. The author also 

argues that Latino teens are not interested in Spanish-language materials. According to Avila 

(2001), “English is the language of today and of the future” and he also asserts the superiority of 

English language books because “the quality of the story is much better and more relevant than 

that of a comparable Spanish book” (p. 50). This broad generalization does not only demean the 

culture and language of Hispanics of Latinos, but also fails to consider the status of the Spanish 

language in the world today. While English is the most common language in the United States, in 
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terms of native speakers worldwide, English comes in third. Spanish is the second largest 

language in the world with approximately 79 million more native speakers than English (Lewis, 

Simons, & Fennig, 2014). Spanish continues to be a very prominent language both worldwide 

and in the United States, and it is important that public libraries provide services for the Spanish-

speaking populations in their communities. 

 Public libraries are a free resource, created to serve the public as a whole, which means 

libraries must strive to provide services to a diverse range of patrons. Hispanic and Latino 

populations constitute a large portion of the communities served by libraries across the United 

States. There is a decent selection of literature concerning library services to Spanish speakers 

and the problems that can arise when planning and implementing these services. Nevertheless, 

the literature thus far has shown little evolution or innovation since the first works reviewed in 

this paper, written in the 1970s. As the Hispanic and Latino populations in the United States 

continue to grow at an extremely fast rate, services to these populations remain an important 

topic within the LIS field. There are still problems to be addressed, such as the lack of Spanish 

speaking students in library education programs, and there is still room for more research and 

new ideas on the best methods to serve an important and diverse group of library patrons united 

by a common language. 
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