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LIBRARY NAMING COMMITTEE REPORT 

 

I. BACKGROUND 

On Dec. 22, 2020, community member and historian Ken Robison brought a proposal to the 
Great Falls Public Library Board of Trustees to rename the library in honor of Alma Smith 
Jacobs, the Director of Great Falls’ public library for many years, the first Black State Library 
Director in Montana, and a civil rights champion of note. The board also heard comments in 
support of and opposition to the proposal, including moving testimony from Ssgt Michelia 
Rivera-Acosta and the Diversity and Inclusion Committee of Malmstrom Air Force Base.  

In the course of the discussion, it was noted that the library board had no naming policy and thus 
no established criteria or process for responding to the proposal. Library Director Susie McIntyre 
offered to research naming policies and brought a draft policy to the board for approval at its Jan. 
26, 2021 meeting. The board unanimously adopted the policy. 

The board returned to the proposal to rename the library in honor of Ms. Jacobs at its Feb. 23, 
2021 meeting. After receiving a few comments both in favor of and opposed to the name change, 
the board voted to postpone its decision on renaming the library and to establish a committee of 
stakeholders to gather input on the proposal from the community at large. 

The committee was established and began to meet in April 2021. After examining the policy and 
implementing the process described below, the Library Naming Committee submits this report to 
the Great Falls Public Library Board of Trustees. 

 

II. THE COMMITTEE AND ITS CHARGE 
 
The Library Naming Committee was charged with gathering input from a broad cross-section of 
the community and reporting its findings and recommendation(s) to the Great Falls Public 
Library Board of Trustees by December 2021. The following individuals served on the Library 
Naming Committee: 
 

Jessica Crist, Great Falls Public Library (GFPL) Trustee and Committee Chair 
Jill Baker, Executive Director, Great Falls Public Library Foundation 
Rev. Marcus Collins, Pastor, Alexander Temple Church of God in Christ 
Mary Sheehy Moe, City Commissioner and GFPL Trustee ex officio 
Hannah Pate, community member 
Bill Tacke, Liaison, GFPL Foundation Board 
Mitch Tropila, Past Chair, GFPL Board of Trustees 

 The committee was staffed by Library Director Susie McIntyre. 

The committee’s charge was established as: 

"The role of the Great Falls Public Library Naming Committee is to develop a recommendation 
report for the Great Falls Public Library Board of Trustees (Board) regarding the proposed 
renaming of the Great Falls Public Library in honor of Alma Smith Jacobs; this will be 
accomplished by gathering input from the larger community through open meetings, small group 
conversations, online feedback, and any other methods developed by the committee." 
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III. THE POLICY 
 
The Naming Policy adopted by the Great Falls Public Library Board of Trustees in January 2021 
provides the eligibility requirements for naming opportunities and the procedural guidelines to 
be met for eligible candidates. The Library Naming Committee confined its focus to the 
eligibility requirements.  
 
With respect to naming all or part of the library facility in honor of a particular individual, the 
policy requires that (a) the individual’s actions and reputation reflect the mission of the Great 
Falls library and (b) the individual is recognized either as a regional leader with strong ties to the 
Library or as person with a distinguished record of Library service to the Cascade County 
community. 
 
 

IV. THE PROCESS 
 

A. The Respondents 

The Library Naming Committee structured feedback to the renaming proposal in two ways: focus 
groups and an online survey. Specific focus groups were organized to ensure diverse feedback 
from representatives of the following demographics: senior citizens, high school students on a 
student council and at the alternative high school, college students, the Diversity and Inclusion 
Committee of Malmstrom Air Force Base, business members of the Great Falls Area Chamber of 
Commerce, the LGBTQ Center, the African American community, and the faith community.  

A total of nine focus groups were convened with a total of 71 participants representing diverse 
religions, races, ages, and sex and gender identities. In addition to the racial representation 
specifically sought out with the Malmstrom and African American focus groups, the 
representation of American Indians was especially strong in the college focus group. 

The Committee encouraged the community at large to provide feedback by publicizing the online 
survey in local media. Name-change advocates also encouraged participation in the survey on 
social media. A total of 276 individuals responded to the survey at least in part. Demographic 
information about the respondents was not collected. The survey methodology was not designed 
to control for randomness. Indeed, participation in the survey was actively promoted by name 
change advocates, which may have skewed the results toward support for renaming the library. 

B. The Questions 

In both the focus groups and the survey, the initial questions focused on the respondents’ 
experiences with the library and how welcoming and inclusive they found the Great Falls Public 
Library to be. The following question was then posed: 

“Alma Smith Jacobs was a pioneering Black librarian and community leader.  She was 
the first Black librarian in the state of Montana. The Library is considering honoring 
Alma Smith Jacobs by changing the name of the Library from Great Falls Public Library 
to Great Falls Alma Jacobs Library. How would you feel about changing the name?” 

This question was followed up in the survey and in several of the focus groups with the following 
question: 
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“Renaming the Library would require a significant amount of staff time and an estimated 
$40,000 in direct one-time-only costs. Does the cost of the project change your opinion 
on renaming the Library?” 

Copies of the focus group protocol and the online survey are included in this report as 
Appendices A and B. 

 

V. THE FINDINGS 

Feedback from the survey and particularly from the focus groups on how inclusive and 
welcoming respondents found the Great Falls Public Library provided valuable information on 
how the library might improve its services. Common themes and suggestions have been compiled 
and are attached to this report as Appendix C. Since the purpose of this report is to provide 
findings on the issue of renaming the library in honor of Alma Smith Jacobs, this section focuses 
only on that issue.  

A. Eligibility  

Although not everyone providing feedback was familiar with the achievements of Ms. Jacobs, 
when they were apprised of her record, they clearly regarded her as a ground-breaker, a Black 
woman who fought for the civil rights of all and rose to the top of her profession not only in Great 
Falls but also in Montana.  That the actions and reputation of Ms. Jacobs reflect the mission of the 
Great Falls library is well-documented. As the first Black woman to be Montana’s State Library 
Director and as Director of the Great Falls Public Library from 1954-1973, she was clearly both a 
regional leader with strong ties to the Library and a person with a distinguished record of Library 
service to the Cascade County community. In short, the Library Naming Committee finds that she 
meets all the eligibility criteria for an honorary naming opportunity. 

 
B. Community Support for the Honorary Renaming of the Great Falls Public Library as 

the Great Falls Alma Smith Jacobs Library. 
 
1. Survey Results 

 
In the online survey, the two most prevalent responses came from those who strongly 
supported the name change and those who strongly opposed it, with the number strongly 
supporting the change nearly triple that of the number strongly opposing it. This result is 
not surprising, given the decision not to control the survey for randomness. The majority 
of respondents – nearly 60% -- either “absolutely” or “probably” favored the name 
change.  

Respondents were also asked whether the cost and staff time involved in changing the 
Library’s name altered their position. Roughly 15% of the respondents in favor of the 
name change found these factors concerning, while nearly 70% of the neutral respondents 
altered their view based on these factors. Interestingly, 5% of those opposed to the name 
change responded that the additional cost and staff time changed their position in favor of 
the name change.  

2. Focus Group Feedback 
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Collectively, the focus groups showed less support for renaming the Library to honor 
Alma Jacobs than the survey respondents. While MAFB’s Diversity and Inclusion 
Committee expressed strong support for the renaming and both the student council group 
and the alternative high school group indicated overall support, feedback from the 
LGBTQ group was evenly mixed, the college students were largely opposed, and there 
was little to no support from the business, faith, and senior sectors. The African 
American focus group by and large assumed that the change had already been made, 
based on the mural on the outside of the building. 

In all focus groups where the issues of additional cost and staff time were raised, these 
factors diluted support for renaming the Library, often significantly. 

Common themes in support of the renaming, listed in order of how often they were 
expressed in the focus groups, are: 

• Ms. Jacobs made history and it is important to recognize ground-breakers like her. 
• In a community where people of color are so under-represented, to recognize this 

high-achieving Black woman would send a message of respect and inclusiveness to 
everyone in Great Falls. 

• Recognizing Ms. Jacobs in this way might attract more people not only to the library 
but to Great Falls itself.  

Common concerns voiced in opposition to the renaming, listed by thematic frequency, are: 

• Having the word “public” is important in a public library. 
• The library's name is its brand.  It is well-known and respected. 
• The money could be better spent in providing the services Ms. Jacobs pioneered. 
• American Indians are the largest racial minority in Montana and the first peoples of 

this land; recognition of one or all of them is more justified. 
• People have an emotional attachment to the current name; changing it could be 

confusing, alienating. 
• Now is not a good time for a name change; the atmosphere is too politically charged 

and what should be an honor and should make minorities feel more included could 
have just the opposite effect. 

It would be inaccurate and hurtful to characterize the comments made in opposition to the 
name change as critical in any way of Ms. Jacobs or her record of achievement. Most 
focus group members opposing a name change wanted to see Ms. Jacobs honored, but in 
a different way. The most common alternative suggested was creating a section in the 
library honoring her, perhaps an interpretive area called the Alma Smith Jacobs Center 
for Diversity and Inclusiveness. Having an annual event honoring Ms. Jacobs was also 
mentioned repeatedly. Creating a scholarship in her name was also suggested as an 
alternative.  

 

VI. RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Library Renaming Committee considered the following alternatives as recommendations: 

A. Rename the Great Falls Public Library the Great Falls Alma Jacobs Library, consistent with 
the process for renaming outlined in Great Falls Public Library Board Policy. 
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B. Preserve the historic name of the Great Falls Public Library and create a space inside the 

facility to honor Alma Smith Jacobs by telling her story. “Refresh” that space annually in an 
event celebrating Alma’s achievements and/or the achievements of other historically 
marginalized women or people of color. 

The Library Renaming Committee recommends Alternative B for the following reasons: 

1. Alma Smith Jacobs should be recognized in and by the Library for her remarkable 
achievements not only as a Black and a woman, but also as a librarian whose work shaped 
our library and libraries throughout Montana. Although the mural on the Library’s exterior 
has done much to raise awareness about Alma, it is a picture without a story. Although a new 
name for the Library would put a name on the picture, it would be a title without the book. A 
space inside the library with materials and events about Ms. Jacobs’ life and work and the 
themes found therein will tell her story in the most complete, powerful, and “ever-new” way. 
 

2. Concerns about the potential adverse effects of the proposed name change were heartfelt and 
gave the Library Naming Committee pause for reflection. Of particular concern was the 
deletion of the word “public” in the proposed new name.  Ms. Jacobs was committed to the 
public nature of our library and Montana’s libraries. She regarded a public library as a 
doorway to literacy, culture, and access to information that was open to all, regardless of 
income, demographic profile, or social status. She would not want the impression to be 
created that a library named for her was no longer the free public library she spent a lifetime 
championing. Although the concern that the newly renamed library would no longer be 
perceived as public was not held by all and perhaps not even by a majority of respondents, it 
was the most frequently expressed concern in the course of our discussions.  

 
Combined with the historic value of the present name, the confusion any name change 
creates, and the potential for resentment and even backlash that concerned several focus 
group members, the proposed name change comes with some risks. The Library Naming 
Committee believes those risks could adversely affect the very demographics most likely to 
be inspired by Alma’s story. 
 

3. Staff estimates that direct costs of a name change would be a minimum of $40,000 and staff 
time would be minimally 500 hours, although staff time is difficult to estimate. The Naming 
Policy of the Great Falls Public Library Board addresses the issues of funding a name change, 
and the enthusiasm for the name change among advocates who have been instrumental in 
creating a community proud of its history-makers bodes well for the success of raising 
sufficient funds for the name change. That consideration, ultimately, is one for the Great Falls 
Library Board of Directors to make, not the Library Renaming Committee. 
 
However, many of the concerns expressed during the focus groups suggest that such a fund 
drive poses other risks. Again and again, the comment was made that such a large amount 
would be better spent on providing needed services. Those members of the naming 
committee who have served on the Library Board are acutely aware of the woefully 
underfunded status of Library operations. At a time when it looks increasingly likely that the 
Library will need to turn to the public for additional funding, the perception created by the 
level of funding dedicated to a name change may damage the long-term viability of the 
Library. 
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APPENDIX A 
Library Naming Committee:  Focus Group Questions 

 
 
• Have you ever been to a Library or used Library resources online? 
 
• Some people love going to libraries; some people do not have great memories of libraries. What 

feelings do you associate with libraries? 
 
• How important do you think the Library is to the community? 

 
• Have you ever been to the Great Falls Public Library? 

o Did you feel welcome? 
o Can you describe any of the things that made you feel comfortable and accepted? 
o Can you describe any of the things that made you feel unwelcome or uncomfortable?  

• Do you think that people of all races and identities feel welcome and accepted at the Library? 
 
• Do you think that people of your race and identity feel comfortable and accepted at the Library? 
 
• What do you think would make people of your race and identity feel more welcome and comfortable 

at the Library? 
 
• Alma Smith Jacobs was a pioneering black Librarian and community leader.  She was the first black 

librarian in the state of Montana. The Library is considering honoring Alma Smith Jacobs by 
changing the name of the Library from Great Falls Public Library to Great Falls Alma Jacobs Library.  
How would you feel about changing the name?  

 
• [Asked in some groups] Changing the name would require an estimated $40,000 in additional funding 

and considerable staff time. Does that change your opinion? 
 
• What do you think Great Falls could do to make more people feel welcome, comfortable and accepted 

in our community? 
 
• What are the hard questions we haven't asked? 
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APPENDIX B 
Survey Questions 

 

1. Have you ever been to the Great Falls Public Library or used Library resources online?  
__ Yes  

__ No  
 

2. The Library should be welcoming and accessible to all. How welcome do you feel at the Library?  

__ I always feel welcome and accepted at the Library.  
__ I usually feel welcome and accepted at the Library.  
__ I don't feel welcome or unwelcome at the Library.  
__ I sometimes feel unwelcome and uncomfortable at the Library.  
__ I usually feel unwelcome and uncomfortable at the Library.  
__ I don't go to the Library because I don't feel comfortable at the Library.  
__ I don't go to the Library for other reasons (I'm too busy, I buy my books...).  
 

3. Can you describe any of the things that make you feel comfortable and accepted at the Library?  
 
 

4. Can you describe any of the things that make you feel unwelcome or uncomfortable at the Library?  
 
 

5. Alma Smith Jacobs was a pioneering Black Librarian and community leader. She was the first Black 
librarian in the state of Montana. The Library is considering honoring Alma Smith Jacobs by 
changing the name of the Library from Great Falls Public Library to Great Falls Alma Jacobs Library. 
How would you feel about changing the name?  
 

__ Absolutely. I feel that the Library should definitely be renamed to honor Alma Jacobs.  
__ Probably yes. Honoring Alma Jacobs would be great, but I'm not sure how changing  

 the Library name would work.  
__ Neutral. I don't have feelings about renaming the Library.  
__ Probably not. Honoring Alma Jacobs would be great but there are other ways to      
  honor her that would be more effective and less expensive.   
__ Definitely Not. I feel that the Library name should remain the Great Falls Public Library.  
__ Other (please specify) 
 
 

6. (For those who answered “Absolutely” or “Probably yes” to Question 5) Renaming the Library 
would require a significant amount of staff time and an estimated $40,000 in direct one-time-only 
costs. Does the cost of the project change your opinion on renaming the Library?  

__ The cost doesn't change my opinion. I still think that the Library SHOULD be  
renamed in honor of Alma Jacobs.  

__ The cost changes my opinion. Now I am unsure about whether or not the Library  
should be renamed.  

__ The cost changes my opinion. With that amount of cost, the Library should find other  
ways to honor Alma Jacobs and maintain Great Falls Public Library as the name.  
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__ Other (please specify)  
 

7. (For those who answered “Neutral” to Question 5) Renaming the Library would require a significant 
amount of staff time and an estimated $40,000 in direct one-time-only costs. Does the cost of the 
project change your opinion on renaming the Library?  

__ The cost doesn't change my opinion. I am still neutral I don't have feelings about  
renaming the Library.  

__ The cost changes my opinion. I think that the Library SHOULD be renamed in honor  
of Alma Jacobs.  

__ The cost changes my opinion. With that amount of cost, the Library should find other  
ways to honor Alma Jacobs and maintain Great Falls Public Library as the name.  

__ Other (please specify)  
 

8. (For those who answered “Probably not” or “Definitely not” to Question 5) Renaming the Library 
would require a significant amount of staff time and an estimated $40,000 in direct one-time-only 
costs. Does the cost of the project change your opinion on renaming the Library?  

__ The cost doesn't change my opinion. I still thank that the Library SHOULD NOT be 
renamed. It should remain the Great Falls Public Library.  

__ The cost changes my opinion. I think that the Library SHOULD be renamed in honor  
of Alma Jacobs.  

__ The cost changes my opinion. Now I am unsure whether or not the Library should be  
named in honor of Alma Jacobs. 

__ Other (please specify)  
 

9. Please share any other feedback you have about how the Library can better serve you and the 
community.  
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APPENDIX C 
Ideas Shared During Focus Groups 

 
Senior Center 
Expand hours 
Put Library notices on Senior Center Bulletin boards 
Free parking 
 
LGBTQ Center 
Diversity book suggestions 
Do events in conjunction with other groups 
Need ways to promote events 
Ask communities of color--what do they want 
Reach out to base--encourage airmen to be part of the community 
Reach out to Indian Family Health 
Expand marketing 
 
MAFB Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Committee 
Having programming (not just Library programs) could bring people in 
Kids' programs 
Add GFPL to MAFB orientation to the community 
 
Great Falls Area Chamber of Commerce 
Make it more social, with coffee shop, snacks, etc. 
Maybe Office of Public Assistance should come in to help people  
Add a sound-proof room where special needs kids can be loud and feel welcome 
 
GFHS Student Council 
More education about diverse people's contributions to our community 
Market youth programs at schools via bulletin boards and school announcements 
Provide digital library cards 
 
Great Falls College MSU 
People of color on Library staff 
GFPL swag at GFC-MSU 
Syringe bins 
Free parking 
A "doorman" to welcome, recognize and monitor 
Acknowledge Native American history and presence in Great Falls 
Make people aware of the resources that are already there 
 
Paris Gibson Education Center Student Council  
More recognition of people of color 
More cultural/traditional books/history 
More info on Native Americans, not just historically, but in the present 
 
Faith Community 
More books on Islam and other religions, especially from the point of view of practitioners 
Offer programs about religions and cultures 
Consider a Religious Freedom Celebration 
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The Library has a responsibility to make people aware of difference--one of the few places with the 
potential to help bring people to improve their understanding of others 
Honor the Indigenous population more broadly 
Create a scholarship in ASJ's name 
Honor her every year 
 
African American Community 
More diversity training in the various sectors of the city 
Ask the question:  "How do black people feel about white people spearheading race relations training?" 
 
Summary of the Suggestions: 
 
Regarding Honoring Alma Smith Jacobs 
Provide more information to Library patrons and the public about Ms. Jacobs' life and significance 
Have a scholarship in her honor 
Have a display that provides information 
Do something related to ASJ every year 
 
Regarding Diversity 
Recognize all kinds of diversity and reflect that in materials, programs, outreach, staff, volunteers (racial, 
ethnic, religious, age, gender, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, etc) 
Highlight American Indians in the community--historically and in the present 
Offer diversity training to other parts of the city 
 
Regarding Outreach and Marketing: 
Reach out to MAFB, schools, senior center, colleges, Indian Centers, faith groups 
Use low tech as well as high tech 
Continue to find ways to get the word out about the Library's programs and offerings 
Co-sponsor events and share the publicity efforts 
Library swag at other locations (GFCMSU) 
 
Regarding the Functioning of the Library 
Provide free parking 
Have a "doorman" 
Have a sound-proof room 
Serve coffee and snacks 
Provide a syringe bin 
Digital Library cards 
 
"Keep up the good work!" 
Welcoming 
Helping 
Going above and beyond 
Not judging 
Lots of programs and emphases 
Kids programs 
Balancing safety and hospitality 
 
 

P 76


	01) Directors Report  November 2021
	02) Agenda November 23, 2021
	03) DRAFT Meeting Minutes 10-26-21
	04) VOLUNTEER DB 2021
	For Board Packet

	05) November 2021 Board Packet Charts
	Total Circulations
	checkouts by type
	Circulation Comparisons
	Downloadable
	Attendance 3 years
	Attendance by2 Type
	Computer Use
	Web Page

	06) income statement 2220 october
	06a) October  2021 budget report for November Board Packet
	07) income statement 2221 october
	08) 2220 Vendor summary  FY22
	Board Packet Sheet

	09) 2221 Vendor summary  FY22
	Board Packet Page

	10) Personnel Report for OCTOBER
	11) Unique Management  Services October 2021
	12) October Donations
	Sheet1

	13) Director's Itinerary  November 2021
	Director’s Itinerary:
	Nov. 2021

	14) Manager Meeting Minutes
	2021 10 11 - Management Team Meeting Minutes
	2021 10 26  - Management Team Meeting Minutes

	15) Patron Comments November 2021
	15) Patron Comments scans
	16) Press Releases
	11-16-21 Library Naming Committee to Meet
	11-4-21 Book sale
	10-26-21 Library reopening Tuesday October 26
	10-25-21 RFP Library Master Plan Invitation
	10-21-21 What_s happening @ your library!
	10-21-21 Temporary Library Closure

	17a) Policy Manual Changes--Board Notes
	General Information:  Minor changes updated to reflect actual practice.
	Personnel & Employment Practices:  Minor changes updated to reflect actual practice.
	Emergency Procedures

	17b) Great falls library progress report Roof Replacement 11-12-2021
	17c) Timing notices bills and unique
	17e) Dear Museum Consortium members
	17e) November 2021 Progress update GFPL Strategic Plan 2019-2021
	17f) 2022 Holiday Schedule
	17g) DRAFT 2022 Board Meeting cheulde
	17h)Approved  Report of Library Naming Cmte 11-16-2021
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page

