
Can libraries serve their communities as mediation centers?

-."~ By Margaret C. Albert

"

in my role as judge. I could impOse penal.
Ities. punishment; but the judical process

was not really helping the indi...;duals to :
sol\'C the problems that brouiht them to i

court. In many, cases. court intcrmttion is
asential, .but when ~ II ~ ~n
provides .posiU\'C aJ~ that ~uces
the .d\'C~ 'natuioe or ramily confliCt-.-, 0
and avoids therln"andal COSts or coUrt in.vol~ment.~ ~OO.O -~,~ 0:,..':-;' ~, 0

District maaistrates.echo Jud&e Kaplan's
'sentiments. and SC\'Cral or them hMO,be--
come ~lar Rrcrral ~ ro-tbc Media.
tion Project. Other rererr.ls~.nd
mediat~me from four or~~ six
nciihoorhoodorganizationS that rlrst c0-
operated with the Project,bcfoR iU library
associalion. "-

Thanks to funding from private founda-
tions, and the city's Community ~op-
ment Block Grant program, as ~ as
from the library and United Way qency,
the Mediation Project can provide its sere
vices free to panicipanls.

Fundin& supportS the pro&rarn's opera.
tions and COStS of an intensi~ 32-hour
trainin& offered l~ or four times )'early
to neiihborhood ~idents ~ed in
servin& as mediators.

The \'Olunlecr mediators come from a
varielY of back&rounds-community orp-
nizers. agency direclOrs. &o~mment ~rk.
ers, ~tired business and professional
people. and housewi~ Successful com-
pletion or the training culminates in .for-
mal certification ce~mony in Judge
Kaplan's counroom, follo~ by .RCCp-
tion for family and friends. Trainer ~.
dansky provides ongoina support as they
take on their rU"st cases. Many of the
"araduates" ha~ found the training useful
in resolvina disputes in the ~rkplace and
in their own families. as ~U as in the mo~
formal sessions scheduled by the Center.

I N THE FREE LIBRARIES

Camecie end~ for the city of.

PitUbwJt1t'" new mediation pro-
lI'an1is helPina people learn to settle

their disput~ without violence and With.
..."'. '.out ~nlna to coun action. c':~-.. ' .

The library took on this new t)1)C of ex.
tension service as an experiment, one that
seemed to fit itS agg~ve outrtach aoals.
Now. the ~Its point to ~ support of
mediation activity.

In fact. the Cameg)e's Mediation ProjectCoordinator, 
Mike Nash, sees a chanae in

the community's perspecti~ on a library in
aeneral. "It's no longer simply I book.
lendin& institution," he says. "It's become
ing a community center offering help in
solvin& not only informalion-ba.sed prob-
lems. like finding the ~ for home-
work, but also. in ~Ivin& problems in
human ~lationi"

Carne&ie Library D~or Roben B.
Cronebefier is also delighted with the
lUults. Formerly with the Memphis Public
Library, he brouiht community-based me-
diation services into one of the SYstem's
under-used urban branches. The~ he wit-
nessed the therapeutic errect community
involvement could ha~ on an almost-

rofiotten racility.
Shonly after Cronebefier arrived in

Piltsbufih in April 1986, a chance encoun-
ter with John Axtell, boaro d~or or a 10-
caJ Mediation Cenler, led to a joint
Library-Mediation Center proposal.
Funding came from the Prog~m to Aid
Citizen Enterprise, a United Way liency,
and the first library-sponsored trainin& ses-
sion took place that sprin&.

Today, ~ inner-city branch~ are
home to the Pittsbufih Mediation Project,
which ~ns laypeople to mediate "back-

\\1ty the Ubr2rY?
What does the library atmosphere offer

to the program?
Oriental rua deaJer Edward J. lesoon

found the "dignified settin&" and the
"aura of ~rence" a positive factor in
reachin& accord in his case. lesoon, whose
storefront in a racially-n-lixed Pittsburgh
community was defaced with spray-
painted &raffiti. was rQdy to take his com-
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Warg.ret C. Albert, who prepa~ Ihia report
to{ AL. i8 a writer and communications consult-
ant, and handles public relatOOs lor the Pitts-

burgh Mediation Center.
A MOment on the Mediation Project in The

Carnegie LJ)tary 01 Pittsburgh appearw In I.-
IU8 5 of ALA.. Lbrary Video MegazN. ,.
leased last ~th. 0

fence" and consumer disputes, and pro-
vides lhe Siles for medialion. The library
also funds a part-time intake counselor lO
mpond LO inquiries and schedule media-..." "
CiOn ~ons. :': -:
': ~ ;':, -.: \::'"~ .' ::;;.:::~~:\: ~":i

How It Mrks. ..,.. v." c i.-'" ..;. .-'
;;~;:AiIcaSi:~~kly. the library confmnce
.." ..,.'roomS~methe 

sile for medial ion scs':', Co .".
lions. Neiihbors..neaoliate problems O\'Cr,;
shared d~ys; '-loud stereos,' and b&rk~.
inS do&$. .Tenantsand landlords work oUt
compromIses concemina O\'Crdue rent and
propeny maintenance. LocaJ merd\anu ar-
rive at .,r=menu wilh st~ Yendors. and
warrina aroups of hiih school students dis-
co~r sharCd co.ncerns that transcend the
issues of turf. '.

For these seSSions. shouting and angry"
outbursts are discouraged, but talking is
~ry much in order. Participants are en-
couraged lO speak f~Iy, share tPeir fed-

Iings. and-perhaps most important-listm
to what others are sayina. Communication I
is lhe essence of mediation and a major I
reason for iLS success, says Deidre Lev- :

dansky. executive d~tor of lhe project's
co-sponsor, the Pittsbufih Mediation un-
ler, and lrainer of the lay mediators.

"We often find lhat the 'p~tina
problem'-the barkina dog or the infringe-
ment on somebody else's property-is not
lhe ~ soun:e or conrlict,lt she explains.
"A neutral, non-lhrealening: almosphere.
combined wilh the mediators' skill in draw-
ing: out the racts and reelings in a case.
makes it possible ror people to ~rk. out
their own solutions in a way that is mutu-

ally satisractory.
"What's more. It she adds, lithe process

itself becomes a learnina experien~ for lhe
participants. They leave with a better un-
derstandina of how to resol~ persona!
conflicts and an appreciation for the value
of communication."

The u~que capacity or mediation LO set
at the underlyina problem and foster an
ongoing communication between dispu-
tants is what appealed LO Family Court
Judge law~n~ Kaplan, a founding mem-
ber of the Mediation Cenler and i strong
advocate of lhe program.

"I saw, in my courtroom, any number of
cases that really did not merit judicial inter-
~ntion,1t he TI;..o£JIs. "I was con~med that,
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plaint to court when the local d~lopment
corporation urged him to try mediation. A
black youth who had been implicated in.
the case agreed, too; he maintained he was
innocent, but did not relish defending him-
self before I judge.

The outcome satisfied both parties: Le-
soon agreed that the youngster, who had
no money to pay for the damages, could
discharge his obligation by performing
community service work for a \ocaJ youth
employment program; and the youth
hoped that his unpaid work would ~ntu-
ally win him I part-time paying job in the

proSraln. Both saw the library as neutral
sround, where the problem could be dis-
cussed without anger and "hollering."
When the two meet on the 5t~t now, a5

they occasionally do. the exchange i5
friendly and good.spirited.

Project Coordinator Nash, a former
community organizer wl)O i5 trained a5 a
mediator himself, considers. 5uch "fairy
tale" endings the rule rather than the ex-
ception in mediation cases. Most people.
he says, don't want to fight, and they wel-
come a way to settle conruct, particularly
when nobody winds up the loser.

-~ -~-

..As an example, Nash cites the IrOUP me-
diation session that took place with t~
groups or teenagers rrom rival neighbor.
hoods. The teens had been suspended afLer
I violent after-school fight. The confronta.
tion had arisen out or ~\'C1y minor
incidents-but, as the mediation sesSions
re'YQJed, the rtaJ problem lay in the lack of
recreational activities for youth and their
perception that adults-in the community
and in the school-didn't ~ and didn't
listen to them.

."I'm tired of fiihting." one Student con.
{Con~ ~ Po B60.}

as a help in promoting the program's legiti-
macy and community undemandina of
what mediation is. He ~s with a smile
some of the rlrSt calls he ~i~. One
woman, whose source or conflict was ap-
parently internal, was lookina ror medilO-
{ion services. And a physician. hearing a
public service aMouncement for the pro-
aram on radio, wanted to know what kind
or medK:atiOrlS ~~ being dispensed in the
Homewood library branch.

Slowly, howe\'er, by speaking to commu.
nity organizations and appearing on talk
shows, Nuh and members or the Media.
tion Center Board ~ aettin& across the
idea of what mediation is and is not. E"en
when a calIer's problem is not suited to me-
diation, Nuh draws upon his social service
background to direct the person to SOU~

of help. That, too. ~ friends for the pro-
iTam.

Library ~or Croneberger sees no
contradiction in terms bet~n the li.
brary's sponsorship of mediation services
and either iu primary mission or the fa.
mous non-conciliatory manner of its
founder.

(Medl.tlon, cont. from p. 823)
fesscd. Others qreed. and the two groups
qreed to a truce and beia11 plannin& joint
meetings with community offIcials and
school adminiStrators to address the prob-
lems that ~re causin& their frustration
and anger.

A similar outcome resulted when 'mer-
chants and street vendors sat do~ at the
mediation table. More importa.nt than bat-
t1in& each other, they concluded. was com.
inK together to draft a proposal to the
O\amber of Comme~ for ways in which
the business district could be improved for
the benefit of glJ.

Not medJla/ion, but as good
Nash also sees the library's in~lvement
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Nearly a century ago (in 1895), Andrew
Carnegie ga~ Pittsburgh the library-and
its mission, Croneberger points out. Thai
mission was to be "popular and beneficiaJ
to the community." Mediation sero.'ices
provide significant benefits to troubled
families and neighborhoods, he belie-.'CS.
and the library-throuih its invo1\'emeru-
is ~blishing itself as a viw and integral
part of community life. C
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