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Social Workers in the Library 
(SWITL) 

Deborah Estreicher; Peter Allen Lee; 

Glenn Thomas; Cyndy Thomas 



• SWITL was conceptualized in 

2007 by librarian Deborah 

Estreicher (San José Public 

Library) and developed in 

partnership with Peter Allen 

Lee (Professor, School of 

Social Work) 

• SWITL is a unique 

collaborative model designed 

to increase access to social 

services via local, welcoming, 

neighborhood venues – the  

public libraries. 



• The King Library is the library for San José State 

University and the Main Branch of the San José Public 

Library System 

The Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Library 

• Former San José Mayor 

Susan Hammer and San 

José State University 

President Robert Caret 

conceived the idea of a 

joint University/City 

Library in 1997 

 

• Opened August 1, 2003 

 



• This is the largest library to be 

built at one time west of the 

Mississippi 

 

• Eight floors plus a mezzanine 

and lower level  

 

• The building has a capacity of     

2 million volumes  

 

• Over 1 million visitors are served 

per year  

 

• The Library is free and open to 

all - no identification or proof of 

residency is needed to use or 

enjoy materials within the Library 



• San José State University, founded in 1857, 

currently has an enrollment of over 30,000 

students of which a majority are commuters. 



• The City of San 

José is the 10th 

largest city in the 

nation, with 

estimates of over 

1 million 

residents. 

 

• Because  of the 

area’s high cost of 

living and the 

difficult economy, 

more residents 

are affected by 

employment and 

housing issues. 



• The National Association of Social Workers  

(NASW), founded in 1955, is the professional 

organization which seeks to enhance the 

effective functioning and well-being of 

individuals, families, and communities through 

its work and advocacy. 



• A needs assessment 

conducted in 2008 with the 

help of social work graduate 

students, polled library 

patrons about social service 

concerns and needs. 

• The SWITL program pilot was 

launched in October 2009 in 

partnership with SJPL and the 

National Association of Social 

Workers.  Free social service 

referrals and information are 

provided by volunteer 

professional social workers 

once a month by appointment 

to anyone. 















Elements of SWITL 

• Need Assessment 

• Publicity (flyer, events web link, electronic display board)  

• Dedicated phone line (initial screening, appointment scheduling, 

message center) 

• Volunteer Training 

• Reception Center (book display, collection of relevant materials i.e., 

affiliated library program announcements, resource guides, voter 

registration) 

• Scheduling of Volunteer Social Workers 

• Resource Collection (resource guide, information pamphlets, 

agency contacts, resources binder)  

• Logistics (meeting room, computer and internet access, 

refreshments, children’s table, liability waiver, AT&T translation line) 

• Evaluations (both customer and social worker) 



Who We See... 

• Those needing assistance or information about: 

– Adjustment from grief or loss 

– Employment and education 

– Family problems 

– Family violence 

– Health and mental health problems 

– Housing 

– Hunger 

– Literacy 

– Legal Issues (referrals to Lawyers in the Library) 



What We Do... 

• To those needing assistance, we provide: 
 

– A 20-minute face-to-face consultation regarding 

information and referrals to local social services. 
 

– Relevant program and contact information 
 

– An immediate response to the customer’s referral and 

information needs 
 

– Follow-up via opportunities for future appointments if 

customer has additional questions 



Our Impact So Far... 

• Examples of customer appointments and 

interactions 
 

• Positive and empathic interaction with customers 

(Valuing the person) 
 

• Immediate addressing of primary concern 



Successes 

• Library’s support with space, personnel, 

and resources 
 

• Collaborative and interdisciplinary efforts  
 

• Practical support for the community 

 



Challenges 

• Literacy level of customers 
 

• Language 
 

• Cultural sensitivity 
 

• Mental or health status of customers 
 

• Time constraints of programming 
 

• Limited resources for expansion (funding, 

volunteer support) 



• Awarded 2010 Research Incentive Grant 

sponsored by the College of Applied 

Sciences and Arts, SJSU: Peter Allen 

Lee (School of Social Work) and Lili Luo 

(School of Library and Information 

Science) 

• Specific Aims: 

 (1) To examine the effectiveness of 

          the SWITL program model 

 (2) To investigate opportunities to 

          expand the program model to 

          serve more individuals and 

          become more sustainable 

 (3) To explore other interdisciplinary 

          program models that can 

          increase community access to 

          information regarding social 

          service programs and 

          resources 

2010 Research Incentive Grant 



Where We Go from Here... 

• Increase publicity 

• Involve additional members of the NASW 

• Network and collaborate with other libraries, 

agencies, organizations, professionals, and 

academics interested in SWITL 

• Increase sustainability (funding, resources 

and personnel) 

•  Continue research and evaluation 

 



Contact Information 

• Cyndy Thomas 

– cyndythomas@loveandencourage.com 

• Deborah Estreicher 

– deborah.estreicher@sjpl.org 

• Glenn Thomas 

– glennthomas@loveandencourage.com 

• Peter Allen Lee 

– peter.a.lee@sjsu.edu 
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