
I. Introduction 
 
All Ontarians, regardless of where in Ontario they live and work, have a right to public library service that 
meets basic, widely accepted norms of library practice and service. The Guidelines offer a method for 
libraries throughout the province to meet basic service levels and to continue to grow to meet the ever-
changing needs of their communities.   
 
 
Goals of the Guidelines 

 
The Guidelines have four principal goals: 
 

1. To build upon and improve the current Ontario-wide public library infrastructure which connects 
individual libraries and enhances local service. 

 
2. To maintain a public library infrastructure that is consistent and strong throughout the province by 
ensuring the viability of information access points in small and remote Ontario communities and 
providing them with a process for development to meet the changing needs and expectations of their 
clientele. 

 
3. To make available to those public libraries which do not meet the Guidelines requirements a 
comprehensive process for improvement, thereby, over time, raising the level of public library service 
province-wide. 

 
4. To recognize, through an accreditation process, the achievement of those public libraries which meet 
the Guidelines requirements. 

 
 
Benefits of the Guidelines 

 
¾ Evaluation of local library service and direction for development 

 

The Guidelines facilitate an organized, objective approach to the evaluation of local library service.  
The Guidelines will ensure that a local evaluation process is fair and comprehensive, concentrating 
unduly neither on strengths nor weaknesses, but giving direction to and assistance with a review of the 
whole spectrum of services and operations. 

 
¾ Assistance in the planning process 

 

By using the Guidelines, the library will gain an understanding of those matters which require attention 
and upgrading and those which can be considered to be appropriately developed or superior in their 
function. From this assessment of the adequacy of current service delivery, the librarian and any given 
library advisory body will be able to consider appropriate directions for development of the library and 
formalize these into an organized plan. 

 
¾ Consistency of service across Ontario 

 

Regardless of geographic location or size, a public library which meets the requirements of the 
Guidelines can be assured that it is equipped to contribute to the Ontario-wide public library 
infrastructure, to the greater benefit of its users and community. 
 

¾ Improved accountability  
 

As a result of implementing the Guidelines process, the library will be assisted in demonstrating the 
quality and value of library service currently being offered to the public and so improve accountability 
to the taxpayer. By adhering to a province-wide set of service expectations, the individual library will 

 
 Ontario Public Library Guidelines, Fourth Edition – Introduction  1 
 For First Nation Public Libraries 



be in a better position to benefit from co-operation and sharing arrangements with other libraries in a 
province-wide library system, thereby demonstrating a commitment to maximizing the local tax dollar. 

 
¾ Enhancement of the library's position in the community and with funding bodies 

 

The Guidelines, and the plans developed as a result of their application, will assist the librarian and 
library advisory body with providing the justification for securing local and other funding to 
implement the plans. Libraries which achieve accreditation through the Guidelines program will reap 
the benefits of an enhanced profile and reputation in their communities and will demonstrate to their 
funding bodies that tax dollars invested in the public library are dollars well-spent. 
 
Libraries should consider discussing the accreditation process early on with their band council, 
presenting it as an opportunity to work together on an important project and inviting council to be part 
of the process. This will have the effect of increasing the council’s awareness of the work involved in 
accreditation, as well as its value and benefits. 

 
 
Nature of the Guidelines 
 
The Guidelines are essentially a developmental tool.  The primary target group is small, medium and 
county public libraries, but the Guidelines may be adapted for use by other interested libraries. Use of the 
Guidelines and compliance with them is voluntary. They provide a self-regulated process, designed to 
analyze the state of development of a public library and enable it to devise its own strategies for 
improvement.   
 
 
Accreditation 
 
A further voluntary step in this self-regulated process enables a public library to submit its services to an 
external assessment and seek accreditation by its peers. Although the Guidelines can remain a purely local 
tool, particular to each community, their value increases in a provincial context.  The opportunity for a 
library to measure itself successfully against a set of objective, widely accepted guidelines strengthens the 
individual library and the public library service of the province as a whole. 
 
 
Ontario Public Library Guidelines Monitoring and Accreditation Council 

 
The Ontario Public Library Guidelines Monitoring and Accreditation Council was established by the 
Ontario Public Libraries Strategic Directions Council. Since the recent dissolution of the SDC, the 
Guidelines Council reports to the Federation of Ontario Public Libraries. In order to maximize public 
library ownership and to maintain a high degree of objectivity, Council members represent a broad cross 
section of public library types and organizations. (For a current list of members, go to: 
http://www.olsn.ca/Guidelines/Opl_guidelines.htm ) 
 
The purpose of the Ontario Public Library Guidelines Monitoring and Accreditation Council is threefold:  
 

1. To monitor the continuing effectiveness of the Guidelines and make revisions as required; 
2. To arrange for peer audits of those public libraries which so request; 
3. To bestow the special designation of "Accredited Ontario Public Library" on those public libraries 

that successfully complete the Guidelines accreditation process. 
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Support mechanisms 
 
For those libraries which do not immediately meet all the requirements of the Guidelines, an important part 
of the process will consist of identifying support mechanisms which will help the necessary development 
take place. 
 
Some of these support mechanisms currently exist in the form of resource materials such as the Sourcebook 
for Small Public Libraries, the Guidelines for Rural/Urban Public Library Systems, the OLS on-line 
Clearinghouse, as well as various manuals, samples and kits. (See Appendix A.)  

 
In addition to resources, the need for training and development has been highlighted in the Guidelines 
process, as well as the need for practical services such as consultation and assistance in planning and policy 
development. Some services in this area already exist. For instance the Ontario Library Service agencies 
already provide consulting services and administer the Excel training program. A variety of training 
opportunities are provided by the Ontario Library Service agencies and the Ontario Library Association, as 
well as the schools of library and information science and library and information technology. The 
Guidelines process should provide a focus for public library training and development activities in the 
province and ensure that they concentrate on the expressed needs of the library community. 
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II. How the Guidelines may be used 
 
 
A. Application of Guidelines 
 
Application of the Guidelines is voluntary. They may be used either for internal purposes only, or with the 
involvement of external resource persons in a process that may lead to the library being accredited. 
 
For example, a library's administration and/or library advisory body may use the Guidelines, in whole or in 
part, purely for internal analysis, with a view to considering some or all aspects of the library's services or 
methods for change or upgrading. The Guidelines may also be used in preparation for an external review. 
 
 
B. The Guidelines Process 
 
The full Guidelines process consists of the following steps. Depending on whether or not a library is using 
the Guidelines for the purpose of accreditation, or depending on its state of preparedness, the library may 
wish to involve itself in a process which covers some or all of the following steps. 
 

 
Internal assessment 

 
T 
 

Assessment report 
 

T 
 

Development plan 
 
T 
 

Implementation of plan 
 
T 
 

Peer audit 
 
T 
 

Peer audit report 
 
T 
 

Accreditation 
 
T 
 

Re-accreditation 
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STEP 1: Internal assessment 
 
A library administration and/or library advisory body that wishes to undertake this process in whole or in 
part can begin with a preliminary assessment, comparing their library operation with the requirements of 
the Guidelines. This first step may be accomplished in a number of ways, depending on the preferences of 
the individual library and on the availability of resource persons. For example, the preliminary assessment 
could be carried out by the library's own staff and/or library advisory body, or in co-operation with external 
resource persons, such as a representative of a willing peer library or representative of the OLS. The 
library's standing with regard to each of the requirements listed in the Guidelines document is determined 
through analysis and review of the library operation. 
 
 
STEP 2: Assessment Report 
 
A report indicating where the library has met the Guidelines and where it has not is produced by those 
responsible for carrying out the internal assessment. 
 
 
STEP 3: Development plan  
 
Using the report, the library produces a plan of how and when it intends to meet those Guidelines 
requirements that it currently does not. The library may wish to call upon the assistance of support 
organizations such as the OLS at this stage. The development plan can be integrated with a library's on-
going planning process. 
 
 
STEP 4: Implementation of plan 
 
The library then implements the development plan, periodically making adjustments to take into account 
new or unforeseen circumstances. The library may wish to call upon the assistance of support organizations 
such as the OLS. The library can also make use of appropriate support materials. (See Appendix A.) 
 
 
STEP 5: Peer Audit 
 
A library which considers that it has met the requirements of the Guidelines may elect to arrange for a peer 
audit. To initiate this process, the library will contact the Ontario Public Library Guidelines Monitoring and 
Accreditation Council and ask for a peer audit to be arranged. The Council will appoint a peer audit team 
whose composition is mutually acceptable to the library and the Council. The Council will charge a modest 
fee to help cover the costs of the audit. The peer audit team will arrange a suitable time with the library and 
undertake an assessment of the library operation in accordance with the Guidelines. Through a process of 
analysis and review of the library's operation, the peer audit team will determine whether or not the library 
meets the requirements of the Guidelines.  
 
 
STEP 6: Peer Audit Report 
 
The peer audit team will provide a report of its findings to the library. If the audit team determines that the 
library has met the requirements of the Guidelines, the library can then proceed to the accreditation stage. If 
the audit team determines that the library has not met the requirements of the Guidelines, the audit team 
will recommend a course of action for improvement.  
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STEP 7: Accreditation 
 
A library, which has in the opinion of the audit team adequately met the requirements of the Guidelines, 
may submit a copy of the audit team's report to the OPL Guidelines Council. If, in the estimation of the 
Council, the library has indeed successfully met the Guidelines requirements, the library will be recognized 
as an Accredited Ontario Public Library and will receive a certificate and promotional items identifying it 
as such. Accreditation will be valid for five years. 
 
 
STEP 8: Re-accreditation 
 
To maintain its status as an Accredited Ontario Public Library, a library is required to undertake a peer 
audit every five years. The new audit will take into consideration changes that have occurred in the library's 
operation, as well as revisions to the Guidelines. In addition to attaining the minimum score required for 
accreditation, the library will be expected to have taken some steps to address any shortcomings raised in 
the previous peer audit report. If the library successfully meets the requirements of the Guidelines, the 
Council will re-register it as an Accredited Ontario Public Library for an additional five years. 
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