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Overview 
The Neuse Regional Libraries’ (NRL) mission is to serve as centers for community connections that provide evolving  
technologies, programming, and services to meet 21st-century literacy needs, while making accessible a collection that is as 
diverse and intergenerational as the people of Lenoir, Jones and Greene Counties.  
 
NRL’s original roots are in the Up-to-Date Club of Kinston, formed in February 1896 with the goal of “stimulating a careful  
consideration of Up-to-Date topics.” This organization partnered with local dentist T.H. Faulkner to establish a small private 
lending library in his office. From these humble beginnings the Library’s Headquarters in the City of Kinston has changed  
locations several times until it moved to its current location on Queen Street in 1983 and was renovated in 2008. NRL was  
officially established as a Regional Library in 1962 through an agreement between Lenoir, Jones, and Greene Counties in order 
to share resources to improve collective library services across the region.  
 
Neuse Regional Libraries deserve to win the National Medal for Museum and Library Service because of their success in  
fulfilling a mission that focuses on embracing the Library’s role as a true community center, open to all, by strategically  
introducing innovative services, programs and access that specifically address and target the community’s needs, both inside 
and outside the Library. The Library has embraced the philosophy that taking an outside-the-box approach to serving the 
needs of the community should steer every new undertaking, and that has led to a Library that is deeply valued by its users, 
prioritized by its community, and exemplifies the vision of our tagline: #WhereCommunitiesComeTogether.  
 
The evolution of initiatives such as the Library’s Coming Together series, Literacy Without Barriers, Wi-Fi for All, and workforce 
development programs exemplifies the Library’s approach to adapting services to address new needs of the community as 
they arise while collaborating with key partners. The results of this community-focused approach are clearly demonstrated in 
the programs and services described below, and by the success stories the Libraries and their communities have experienced 
firsthand.  

Community and Community Needs 
NRL serves an area in an economic state of transition, historically an agricultural region highly dependent on tobacco farming 
that now urgently needs to create new economic development paths.  Lenoir and Greene Counties are designated as Tier One 
Counties and Jones County is designated as a Tier Two County by the State of North Carolina, meaning that they are among 
the most economically challenged counties in the state. These Counties also rank comparatively low in education levels,  
median income, and internet connectivity as well as lack of public transportation availability.     
 
Lenoir, Jones, and Greene Counties have a diverse collective population of 86,437 with 57.5% of residents identifying as “white 
alone.”  The percentage of residents with a high school diploma is 79%, significantly lower than the state average of 87.4%, and 
the percentage of residents with a bachelor’s degree or higher is 13.4% vs. 30.5% for the state. The average of median  
household incomes for each county is $37,862 vs. $52,413 for the state of NC, and the percentage of residents in poverty is 
21.8% vs. 13.6% for the state. The crime index for the City of Kinston, where the Library’s Headquarters is located, is three times 
the national average, 69.2 compared to 22.7. 
 
The region served by NRL faces unique challenges with regard to broadband access in rural areas, exemplified by Jones  
County. According to North Carolina’s Broadband Infrastructure Office, Jones County ranks 93rd of 100 North Carolina Counties 
in terms of broadband availability. Over 50% of all Jones County residents only have access to DSL services, which require  
telephone landlines and are significantly slower than true broadband services. According to county level data from the Institute 
of Museum and Library Services, one in twenty Jones County residents has no access to Internet providers, and 25% of  
residents do not have access to a home computer. The severity of the need for increased broadband access in these  
communities inspired the Wi-Fi for All and Digital Resource Rover projects, and the vital role NRL plays in providing this access 
led to North Carolina Governor Roy Cooper visiting the Kinston-Lenoir County Public Library in August 2021 to highlight the  
Library’s innovation in addressing this need. 
 
These communities have also faced the unique challenge of experiencing two one-hundred-year flood events in the span of 
two years, after hurricanes Matthew and Florence in 2016 and 2018, respectively.  The COVID-19 pandemic compounded  
barriers to access and exacerbated existing problems like the digital divide and the homework gap for local residents who were 
already facing problems created by a harsh economic climate. Despite these challenges, the Library and stakeholders are  
determined to provide residents with tools for success. Because of their prominent role, NRL’s locations serve as community  
centers that partner with individuals, schools, government organizations and nonprofits to address the challenges faced by  
local patrons.  One area of need that came to light through outreach initiatives in underserved areas was the lack of literacy  
programming that addressed the whole family. Additionally, it was discovered during community forums that a lack of  
transportation and internet connectivity creates difficulties for job seekers as well as for students relating to the digital divide. In 
response the Library, along with key partners, developed the programs below that meet community members where they are 
and address these issues directly.   
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Coming Together 
NRL makes it a priority to offer programming that is as diverse as the communities it serves. To support these goals, 
the Library partnered with the City of Kinston and Lenoir County Government to present the “Coming Together: A 
Community Celebration” series. Coming Together consisted of several book discussions led by local educators and 
leaders, an informative lecture by UNC-Chapel Hill professor Dr. Danielle Purifoy, and a Juneteenth commemoration 
held at the African American Music Trail Park, attended by over 1,200 local residents. Each distinct program in the 
series provided opportunities for community members to share their experiences and explore new perspectives, 
while acknowledging and strengthening the connections that NRL community members have to each other. The 
important conversations fostered by these programs encouraged action and inspired hope for a more unified and 
equitable future.  
 
In June 2020 Kinston Teens, a nationally recognized local youth organization, was looking for a safe place to start a 
peaceful protest for racial justice and equality. The group requested the use of the Library’s parking lot as the  
starting point for its Black Lives Matter march through Downtown Kinston specifically because the Library  
represents access and inclusion within the community. This request highlighted how successfully NRL has  
established its libraries as places where people of all backgrounds, cultures, and beliefs can come together and 
participate in their community. 
 

Testimonial:  “The Coming Together series accomplished what it was designed to do.  Every member of our  
community was represented and allowed to share his/her experiences in a safe and brave space.”—Felicia  
Solomon, City of Kinston Mayor Pro Tem   
 
Community Connections 
NRL began collaborating with East Carolina University’s College of Health and Human Performance to establish a 
Social Work Intern at the Kinston-Lenoir County Public Library. The internship and corresponding Community  
Connections initiative began in Spring 2021. The selected intern scheduled one-on-one meetings with individuals to 
help with concerns such as housing, transportation, mental and physical health, food insecurity, employment, and 
veteran’s assistance. The intern also began support groups for caregivers, LGBTQA+ youth, and stress management. 
Participants expressed that the accessibility of the intern acting as a Resource Specialist allowed them to discuss 
their concerns and needs in a more anonymous environment. The needs of rural communities are frequently  
neglected, even though statistically they are often more at risk in regards to employment, mental health,  
transportation, housing and food insecurity. NRL’s Community Connections initiative was created in an effort to  
combat these inequities and provide vital services to populations that have been consistently overlooked and  
underserved, particularly now that the COVID-19 pandemic has increased the burden for communities that were 
already suffering.  
 
In response to the detrimental psychological effects that many are experiencing due to COVID-19, NRL has   
partnered with the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention (AFSP) and Eastpointe Behavioral Health Care to 
provide patrons with online access to live webinars on a variety of mental health issues. As it became increasingly 
apparent that many community members needed help dealing with the fear and worry instilled during the  
pandemic, NRL made it a priority to collaborate with knowledgeable agencies to help meet these needs.  
 

Testimonial:  "For me, having the opportunity to be a part of Community Connections really illuminated the  
potential that every library has as a place of intervention in its community." —El Perry, College of Health and Human  
Performance Intern 
 
Digital Media Lab 
One of the Library’s new initiatives in 2021-2022 is the Digital Media Lab, a state-of-the-art  creation space open to 
the public. This lab includes video and audio recording equipment and powerful computer workstations that allow 
users to create their own edited video content, mixed music and audio content such as podcasts, as well as 3D  
animation and modeling. The Library provides one-on-one assistance during Digital Media Lab sessions and is  
sharing selected projects created in the Lab as a way of building awareness and opening doorways to new career 
and artistic pathways in the community. 
 

Testimonial: "I'm excited to use the microphone for recording vocals, the high quality equipment will allow me to 
step up my recording quality.” —Greyson Smith, Lenoir Community College Student   

Adaptability &  
Innovation 

21st Century Literacy  Digital Inclusion 

Programs and Services 
As communities rebuild from disaster and attempt to reshape local economies, the Library embraced its essential role in  
fostering educational opportunities for all ages to promote a stronger economic future for the region and break the cycle of 
poverty, while also providing inclusive spaces for community engagement. NRL developed multiple holistic programs to  
address the aforementioned areas of need in our communities in connection with our foundational programs and services.   

Trusted Spaces &  
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
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Digital Resource Rover 
In response to the pandemic, the Library designed the Digital Resource Rover (DRR), a customized vehicle that 
transports library materials and digital resources to destinations throughout the region. A modern twist on the  
traditional bookmobile, the DRR offers free Wi-Fi access and provides a new outlet for Library programming and 
marketing of digital resources to the public.  The DRR allows for expansion and continuation throughout the region 
of many of the Library's existing projects in the categories of workforce development, digital media training, STEM 
education, early literacy, and increased access to technology. The DRR allows the Library to bring the benefits of 
these programs to identified communities with one or more barriers to access.  
 

Testimonial:  “I am so appreciative of the library for bringing the bookmobile to Jack Rountree [Kinston Housing 
Authority apartments].  I remember going to the bookmobile and checking out books when I was a kid and I am so 
glad that my kids got to experience something from my childhood.  My sons enjoyed awaiting the arrival of the 
bookmobile and running over to check out books!” —Santana Cannon, Parent 
 
Enhancing Cultural Awareness Through Virtual Reality 
The Library regularly offers demonstrations of new technologies such as virtual reality. During Black History Month 
2021 the Library found an exciting way to use the virtual reality documentary Traveling While Black to enhance  
Programming. This included a presentation on the African American Heritage Commission’s Green Book Project, 
focused on locations in Kinston that were featured in the Green Book for black motorists. The presentation included 
Dove’s Auto Garage, one of a handful of Green Book sites still operating today. The virtual reality exhibit offered an 
interactive experience that increased interest in the subject matter, which resulted in historical markers being 
placed to commemorate the sites. 
 

Testimonial:  "It was so amazing to have the immersive experience of how it must have been to be black living  
during that time!" —Noa Evans, Program Participant  
 
Gateway to STEM 
Through the Accelerating Promising Practices grant from IMLS, NRL has been able to further increase the level of 
digital literacy in its communities’ children by supporting STEM education. STEM 4 All and STEMology programs 
take the library’s learning resources and programming directly to students who may not have access to the library 
due to multiple factors, including transportation issues, to ensure that they have maximum access to digital tools 
that help eliminate homework gap barriers. Furthermore, the program incorporates diverse guest speakers to help 
students experience people who are reflections of themselves in an array of careers, breaking barriers and opening 
students’ eyes to future possibilities.   
 
NRL also provides outreach through the STEM program umbrella that includes a tailored Summer Reading program 
for children who are unable to visit the library, on-site checkout of library materials, and during the COVID-19  
pandemic, care kits with STEM activities, books and special treats mailed directly to student’s homes to keep  
connected.  The Library has been offering STEM programming since August 2019 and it has been a tremendous 
success, making a significant difference in the lives of its participants. 
 

Testimonial:  “STEM has been awesome for my oldest. He is enjoying learning and experimenting! STEM has grown 
his love for science to a much deeper level!”—Brandy Moulton, Parent  
 
ICE HOUSE Entrepreneur program and Career Lab 
NRL is also committed to increasing access, inclusion, and workforce development in its region. In partnership with 
Lenoir Community College, NRL created a Career Ready Lab where an instructor provides one-on-one assistance 
with resumes, job applications, Career Readiness Certificates, and more at a central location easily accessible to 
many patrons who lack transportation. 
 
The Library is also one of the pilot hosts of the ICE HOUSE Entrepreneurship Program, a free course sponsored by 
the NC IDEA Foundation designed to engage participants by creating an entrepreneurial mindset. Upon selection by 
the Foundation, NRL’s Marketing Librarian received specialized training on how to present the ICE HOUSE program. 
Several participants have started their own businesses, such as custom doll making and health and wellness  
coaching.  
 

Testimonial:  “The workshop helped me start focusing on rebranding my business.”—Barbara Street, Owner - Street 
Communications 
 
 

Adaptability &  
Innovation 

21st Century Literacy  Digital Inclusion Trusted Spaces &  
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
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Literacy Without Barriers 
With the onset of COVID-19 schools went virtual in a blink of an eye, and the homework gap was widened even 
further as students gathered outside the library steps early in the morning to connect to Wi-Fi to join their online 
classrooms. It was in this moment of uncertainty that the NRL rose to serve community members in a relevant 
manner and became a lifeline for many that still continues today through the Literacy Without Barriers (LWB)  
program. The project took active steps to build strong partnerships with the public school systems, the Kinston 
Housing Authority, and non-profits to help address the intergenerational nature of literacy and support parents in 
their new role as teachers. The Library created inclusive literacy centers at locations throughout the region to meet 
the essential educational and technology needs of families through (1) Homework Help one-on-one tutoring by 
teachers and volunteers that helps students remain at grade level and succeed academically;  (2) Adult Literacy  
one-on-one tutoring by trained staff and volunteers that promotes economic growth, increased self-esteem, and  
empowerment; (3) Bilingual Family Literacy programs that address an underserved segment of the population; and 
(4) access to an array of technology tools like hotspots and Chromebooks that can be used with expanded Wi-Fi 
services to complete educational and career-related tasks. LWB acts as a bridge to support individuals, families, 
and students as well as develops stronger partnerships with local organizations that have the same goal of 
increasing 21st century literacy skills throughout our region.  
 

Testimonial:  "From the bottom of my heart, thanks for helping me keep my sanity and lessening the strain on our 
mother/daughter relationship because of homework."—Miltia Grady-Wheatley, Parent 
 
PopUp StoryWalks 
The implementation of PopUp StoryWalks presented a unique opportunity for students to work with local artists to 
create an original story centered around health, wellness, and nutrition. Students participated in StoryWalk Camps 
engaging with a professional storyteller, experiencing immersive healthy cooking demonstrations, collaborating to 
compose an original story, and working with the artists to illustrate their work. Designed to be mobile, these  
StoryWalks® will travel to schools throughout the region and community events as a PopUp program.   
 

Testimonial:  “It is important to raise awareness through literacy. These types of programs allow children to use 
their imagination to connect to their own creativity.”—Jamil Burton, Local Artist  
 
StudentAccess 
The Library works with the NC Cardinal consortium and local school systems to offer the StudentAccess program, 
which allows students to use their student ID as a Library Card Number. This program gives NRL staff the  
opportunity to provide hands-on demonstrations to students on library resources, developing meaningful  
connections with students and teachers in the process. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Library made a detailed 
LibGuide and video demonstrations on YouTube available to students to ensure they remained informed of  
resources available through StudentAccess.  
 

Testimonial:  “Neuse Regional Library has been phenomenal in helping our school implement the NC Kids Digital 
Library with our students.  Their guidance in instructing and helping our students learn how to access e-resources 
during a normal school year and especially during the pandemic has been tremendously helpful.”—Leigh Bright, 
Greene County Middle School Teacher Librarian    
 
Wi-Fi For ALL 
NRL sought innovative ways to increase access to wireless broadband by establishing 10 free drive-in Wi-Fi  
locations through the installation of two under-200-feet towers placed in strategic locations in the heart of Jones 
County to reach formerly inaccessible areas. The Library also made laptops available to the public to ensure that 
every Jones County resident can access a device to complete educational and career-related tasks. By increasing 
access to wireless internet, the Library has reduced the homework gap facing local students while also providing 
residents with new opportunities for educational and career growth.  
 

Testimonial:  “I like to be able to come by the pond and work on my school work with my mom with the free wi-fi  
access point. Its a great place to relax and work. The internet there is a lot better than at home and it's a lot faster. I 
love having it available.”—Santana Roberts, Student  
 
Foundational Programming 
In addition to the above holistic programs, NRL, with community partners, offers a wide range of foundational  
programming for all ages inside and outside the library, including early literacy and summer reading programs,  
annual multicultural festivals, financial literacy, health and wellness classes, and active outreach to senior centers 
throughout the region.    

Adaptability &  
Innovation 
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Impact 
NRL continuously evaluates and adapts programs as part of its Action Plan using outcome measurements and diversity audits. 
Before a program launches the Library develops assessment tools to measure outcomes throughout the program cycle with 
scheduled implementation dates to ensure continuity of data.  Additionally, as seen above, the Library collects testimonials to 
demonstrate the impact of each library initiative through one-on-one exit interviews with participants.  As reflected in the 
narrative, qualitative feedback informs planning for future projects, which supports the Library’s overall holistic approach to 
developing new services. This process of outcome-based development of new programs will be highlighted in the Library’s 
upcoming session at the 2022 Public Library Association conference. 
 
These programs reflect the Library’s approach to providing services that respond to patrons’ 21st-century literacy needs and 
embrace the Library’s role as a community center. The COVID-19 pandemic made addressing barriers to access even more  
crucial. The Library has seen increases in usage and received direct responses from the community that reflect how much more 
essential these services have become.  

Financial Sustainability 
NRL receives funding from the counties and municipalities of its region, which makes its primary sources of revenue Lenoir, 
Jones, and Greene Counties and the City of Kinston. The Library also receives State Aid from the State Library of North  
Carolina, and regularly receives federal Library Services and Technology Act grant funding for pilot projects.   While the  
Library carefully evaluates sustainability with each grant application and new project, this philosophy has been successful in 
introducing many of the services that have done the most to increase community engagement and best addressed the  
identified needs of the community. 
 
The Library is also supported by Friends of the Library organizations in Greene and Lenoir Counties. These organizations are 
composed of local citizens who support the Library through volunteering and fundraising to help advance the Library’s  
strategic plan.  NRL is also thankful for legacy gifts bequeathed to help sustain a brighter financial future through annual  
private foundation donations.  
















