
 
 

Wenham Town Department Profile: Library 
 
Department Name:   Hamilton-Wenham Public Library  
Website:    www.hwlibrary.org 
Department Head:   Jan Dempsey, Library Director 
Number of employees (FTE):  9 Full-time and 13 Part-time 
General functions:  To promote lifelong learning, create a welcoming meeting space, and 

foster literacy and cultural awareness 
Important numbers to call to reach them: 978-468-5577 
Annual budget:   $872,860 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Who are you (past work experience, years of municipal service, time in Wenham, etc.) and what 

is your department (mission)? 

 

In March 2016, I will celebrate my eleventh anniversary working as the Director of the 

Hamilton-Wenham Public Library.  Previously, I worked at Massachusetts public libraries in 

Groveland, Haverhill, Methuen and Boxford.  I have always been a strong advocate for the 

mission of public libraries, because the library is the cornerstone of democracy, a gateway to 

culture and literacy offered equally to all citizens, and a treasured public space.  At the 

Hamilton-Wenham Library, my staff and I strive to provide every patron the opportunity to 

learn, share library materials, and pursue goals of lifelong learning.  A library card is an 

amazing possession that everyone should own! 

 

What are some of the most common tasks you assist the public with daily? 

 

Every day is varied and I am always learning something new.  I may help a patron open an email 

account to apply for a job online, choose music CDs that would please an elderly person with 

memory loss, or encourage a reluctant reader to read to Tessie our visiting Therapy Dog.  I 

enjoy working at the public service desks where I can connect with our wonderful patrons. It is 

fun to hear about the books they are reading, and show them our rich online resources, such as 

Ancestry.com Library Edition, MorningStar Investment Research Center and Overdrive eBooks. 

 

Some of our patrons have difficulty holding books or seeing printed words, so when I can 

connect them with the Talking Books Program at the Perkins Library, I feel I have opened a 

special door for them. It is rewarding to see young children come to our programs and read 

books with their caregivers.  Reading books to children builds vocabulary, feeds imagination 

and fosters social skills. Preschoolers’ growing brains are forming myriads of new connections 

every second, so I am always encouraged when families take home large piles of books.  Patrons 

http://www.hwlibrary.org/


can borrow materials from the collections of 36 Merrimack Valley Library Consortium libraries 

with the click of a mouse!  I help groups such as investment clubs, town committees, book 

groups, knitting circles, English language learners, and students learning Koine Greek to find 

the meeting room space that best suits their needs. I also often proctor tests for students.  

 

What are some of the more rewarding elements of the work your department carries out?  

 

We think of the library as “The People’s University” and support learners in any way we can, 

from reference assistance to help with scanning, faxing and photocopying.  We’ve helped many 

patrons who are writing books, especially during National Novel Writing Month, and sometimes 

we get mentioned in the newly published preface or introduction!  Our youth librarians take the 

library “on the road” with many visits to Hamilton-Wenham schools to share their enthusiasm 

for literature and the summer reading program (our best antidote to summer brain drain). We 

work together to continuously improve our services such as building a mobile-friendly website, 

offering a Star Wars Reads Day (“Read More, You Must”) and adding a dynamic Wednesday 

Night Book Club to the library’s monthly offerings.  It is very rewarding to work with such a 

talented, creative and dedicated team.    

 

What are some common challenges?   

 

The IRS has cut back the distribution of paper tax forms and instructions.  Patrons expect to 

have access to this information, so they are naturally disappointed with the current limited 

assortment. We do offer assistance with online forms instead. The shared use of public space and 

meeting rooms can also be challenging. We do our best to foster respect and cooperation while 

meeting the needs of our diverse clientele. I love the fact that books espousing diverse viewpoints 

can sit side by side on library shelves as an example to us all.   

In what ways do you work with other town departments daily?  

We act as a clearing house for information from all town departments so the public can view 

important municipal documents. We work with the Councils on Aging to offer programs and 

services for seniors.  For example, our collaborative Owl Program was held two years in a row 

because it was so popular. Many students volunteer at the library to meet their community 

service requirements.  Every fall, all Hamilton-Wenham Fifth Grade students take a field trip to 

the library to learn what their amazing library offers and how librarians can help with 

homework assignments. The Hamilton-Wenham Recreation Center is working with us to hold an 

interactive program on concussions presented by the Sports Legacy Institute Community 

Educators on October 21. We are also working with the Hamilton Board of Health to offer an 

informational session about the use of Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs) with a 

screening of the film” Genetic Roulette” on October 27.  

What are some achievements made by the department recently?   

 

We had 92 library card applications in June 2015, so new people are using the library every 

day. The Friends of the Library helped us create a destination location in the children’s 

programming room by providing 14 pieces of framed art by beloved children’s book illustrators.  

This is a glorious celebration of the rich world of children’s literature that is now on permanent 

display for our patrons to enjoy! We are in the process of uploading 66 “Times Past” DVDs with 

accompanying summaries and keywords to The Internet Archive.  These DVDs represent the oral 



histories of Hamilton and Wenham residents filmed by William Heitz and Edmund Josephs from 

1986-1995. It is very exciting to provide better access to this amazing history of our two towns.  

 

What are your goals for the department over the next year?  

We are thrilled to offer our first ever Patron Appreciation Day. The Library trustees and staff 

appreciate our community every day and have set aside Wednesday, October 14, 2015 to 

officially thank our patrons for being library supporters.  We look forward to working with the 

Friends of the Library to enhance and improve the library’s landscaping which will include a 

more extensive pollinator garden.  This year, we were happy to find monarch caterpillars on our 

newly established milkweed plants and eagerly anticipate more pollinator success next year. We 

are also adding nine new Windows 10 computers for the public.  By January 2016, we hope to 

launch our first telescope lending program. 

  

Outreach is always an important goal and this is a great opportunity to remind the public that 

we have a 3-D Printer and iMacs as well as PCs for public use. We have a robust interlibrary 

lending program.  If you need it, we will always try to find it.  We have found materials for 

patrons from public and academic libraries throughout the United States. We offer many online 

learning opportunities available 24/7 at no cost to our patrons including “Universal Class” 

which offers over 500 courses and “Rocket Languages” which includes American Sign 

Language. “Wowbrary” is a service that generates an email once a week of all new items added 

to our collection. Thanks to the Friends of the Library, we offer passes and coupons for twenty-

one cultural and educational institutions. Our monthly newsletter also keeps everyone up-to-date 

about author visits, programs, lectures, story times, workshops and more.  

 

What’s the best way for the public to give you feedback and to get the assistance they need from 

you?   

 

My door is open, so feel free to drop in any time. The library phone number is 978-468-5577 and 

is always answered by a staff member during open hours.  My extension is #21. Questions by 

email can be directed to jdempsey@mvlc.org. 
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