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As we mark a significant milestone, the Rochester 
Reading Champions (RRC) program stands as a 
testament to the power of community-driven initiatives 
in transforming lives. For a decade now, RRC has been 
on a mission to bridge the literacy gap and unlock untapped potential within our 
community. This year, as we celebrate our tenth anniversary, we reflect on the 
journey that brought us here and look ahead with renewed determination. 

The inception of RRC can be traced back to the visionary leadership of Audrey 
Betcher, the former Library Director who spearheaded the program's creation. 
Audrey's foresight laid the foundation for what would become a beacon of hope for 
individuals striving to overcome literacy challenges. 

Audrey states, “The Rochester Reading Champions program came out of the Library's 
strategic planning in 2012. During the community input process, we really were 
encouraged to do more around basic literacy. We agreed but didn't know exactly 
what it would look like. We spent a year investigating needs and existing programs to 
make sure we did something impactful that didn't duplicate what already existed. I 
couldn't be prouder of the result!” 

In This IssueCelebrating 10 Years of  
Bridging the Literacy Gap:  
Rochester Reading Champions 

"Rochester Reading Champions" continued on page 2.
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JUNE 1 - AUGUST 31
Spend time this summer

reading, connecting, relaxing,

exploring, and finding joy!

Check out our schedule of free summer events 
for kids & families! rplmn.org/events

• Take a curiosity walk.• Visit the Bookmobile  (rplmn.org/bookmobile). • Check out RPL’s online resources.   

• Enjoy a lazy day. • Sleep in or take a nap. • Watch a sunrise or sunset.

• Do something just for you.• Spend time on your hobby.• Call a friend.   

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• • 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• Schedule a playdate. • Check out a game from RPL and  invite someone to play.• Attend a Library event.

Spend time this summer reading, connecting, relaxing, exploring, and finding joy. Use the ideas below or write your own goals. 

Be creative as you color in the books. Sign your log to have it included in the Summer Playlist 2024 book!   

Sign on the line if you would like your log included 
in the Library display and Summer Playlist 2024 book. 

EXPLORE

RELAX

FIND JOY

CONNECT

Go birdwatching.

Dance around in the kitchen.Fly my kite. Take a nap in a hammock.Read a chapter in a book.

Look for fireflies.Find a new trail.
Mail a letter to a friend.Visit with a neighbor.

Yasmin
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"Rochester Reading Champions" continued  from cover.

In the early years, the Rochester Area Foundation 
emerged as a steadfast supporter, believing in the 
potential of RRC to make a meaningful impact. The 
Otto Bremer Foundation also played a pivotal role 
in building the infrastructure necessary for effective 
data collection, laying the groundwork for informed 
decision-making and continued growth. 

April Sutor, then with the United Way, issued a 
challenge that would shape RRC's trajectory towards 
sustainability. Her call-to-action spurred innovation 
and visionary thinking, propelling us toward resilience 
in the face of challenges to keep the program viable 
and evolving.

Central to RRC's success has been the unwavering 
dedication of individuals like Gail Harris, who served 
as the Rochester Reading Champions Coordinator 
until her retirement in October 2021. Gail and Audrey 
worked tirelessly to realize the program's mission, 
forging partnerships with key stakeholders such 
as The Reading Center, which continues to provide 
invaluable guidance and training.

Dedicated volunteer tutors have been paramount to 
the success of RRC. Quality structured literacy training 
and a strong desire for their students to succeed, ensure 
they are well-equipped to assist their assigned students 

effectively with support from the program coordinator. 
Volunteers receive training at no cost to them, with a 
commitment to tutor through RRC for two years. 

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic posed 
unprecedented challenges, disrupting normal 
operations and exacerbating the need for literacy 
support within the community. With leadership 
changes; Karen Lemke’s promotion to Library Director, 
and Tammy Fritz as our new Literacy Services 
Coordinator; RRC refocused its efforts on  expanding 
training options to meet the surge in demand for 
community literacy support. 

Since the end of 2021, RRC has witnessed extraordinary 
growth, doubling the number of volunteer tutors and 
reaffirming its commitment to serving the community. 
Collaborations with community partners have further 
strengthened RRC's reach, providing safe spaces for 
tutors and students to connect. 

To be eligible for RRC, students must reside in the 
RPL service area, be at least 6 years of age, struggle 
with reading and/or writing at grade level, and be 
unable to afford private tutoring. Students and their 
families commit to working with a tutor twice a week 
for 45-60 minutes, underscoring their dedication to 
the program. 

As of the end of 2023, the dedicated RRC volunteers 
had delivered an impressive 9,567 free lessons, 

"RRC not only helped me improve  
my reading, but it also gave me the 

courage to pursue my dreams.  
Thank you for believing in me." 

"When my daughter started with 
 Reading Champions, I saw the  

dramatic progress and heard good 
comments at teacher conferences." 



3  www.rplmn.org LIBRARY CONNECTIONS

Karen Lemke 
Rochester Public Library,  
Director

Big things are happening all around us in 
Rochester, with bold plans that are sure to 
change our downtown landscape in the 
coming years.   

At Rochester Public Library (RPL), big things are 
also happening. Starting this summer, we will 
be studying our customers, community, and 
services, to make sure we're meeting the needs 
and expectations of our users.   

In 2020, we adopted the mission of “Welcoming 
all to connect and learn,” which led to pivotal changes in library service: 
the removal of all overdue fines, major changes in our delivery models 
during the pandemic, a significant shift in our operating hours in 2021, 
and the launch of a BookBox in 2023. While there have been positive 
changes over the last several years, and with the circulation of library 
materials higher than ever before, there's one area of concern for 
library leaders: a reduction in overall library cardholders.   

On average, in our service area, about 34% of households have an active 
library card. That percentage is lower than the statewide average in 2022, 
where 44% of Minnesotans had a library card.   

Locally, cardholder rates vary significantly by neighborhood, with some 
parts of our community boasting a higher cardholder rate (47% for the 
highest), while other areas fall far below the average (28% for the lowest).   

Working with a consulting firm over the next year, the Library Board 
and leadership team are poised to gain valuable insight into why the 
disparity exists for cardholder rates. We hope to hear from all areas 
of our community to learn more about challenges to accessing 
library services and ideas for making sure your library continues to be 
“welcoming all to connect and learn.”   

We hope you join us on this journey of learning about how the library 
can best meet the needs of Rochester and the surrounding area. 

Letter from the Director 

"The support and encouragement  
I've received from my RRC tutor  

have been life-changing. I'm forever 
grateful for this program." 

Library Data: 
1995-2023

52%
POPULATION

43% of circulation 
is digital, 57% is 
physical

•
99%

CIRCULATION

46%

PHYSICAL
COLLECTION

•

•

Majority of decline 
post pandemic
Does not include
Instant Digital Cards

19%

REGISTERED
BORROWERS

• Majority of decline 
post pandemic

9.7%
VISITS

dedicating a total of 29,030 hours to empowering 
individuals through literacy. Their impact reverberates 
far beyond the statistics, as the program could not 
exist without the continued commitment of trained 
and caring volunteers. 

In the words of one participant, "RRC truly transforms 
lives." As we celebrate a decade of achievement, let 
us recommit ourselves to the vision of a community 
where every individual can thrive, empowered by the 
gift of literacy. 

If you are interested in learning more about joining 
our team of volunteers or participating in the 
Reading Champions program, please send an email 
to read@rplmn.org. 
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Have you also been seeing the stories about librarians and libraries across the nation 
facing challenges? I am heartened by the Rochester Public Library's commitment to 
ensuring that everyone in our community feels welcome, safe, and able to find books that 
allow them to explore their interests, pursue research, or see reflections of themselves 
in materials. I am deeply grateful to all of you who feel strongly about library services, 
literacy, and the right to read. Thank you from the bottom of my heart! I write it in my 
thank you letters all the time: you really do make Rochester a better place to live. 

Brenda Kardock 
Rochester Public Library Foundation, Executive Director

Letter from the Foundation Director

Rochesterfest Storytime
Tuesday, June 25  |  2-4PM

The Foundation will be hosting Storytime at Rochesterfest.
Please stop by, or send a message if you  

would like to READ a book for us! 

One of the things I like most 
about Rochester is our public 
library. There are few places that 
are as welcoming and inclusive 
to all people in our community. 
I became involved with the 
Library Foundation approximately five years ago. 
One of the benefits of being on the Foundation 
board is that I’ve become much more aware 
about our library in general, the various programs 
offered, and the wealth of services it provides. It’s 
impressive!  And that’s why I personally support 
the Library Foundation. 
One of the roles of the Foundation is to raise funds 
to support the library’s work, particularly new 
programs or pilot programs that are not in the 
budget. If you would like to know more about our 
library or Foundation, please reach out to me and 
I’d be happy to tell you much more about what 
we do and how you can get involved. There are so 
many ways you can volunteer or contribute.

We value the skills and 
passions of volunteers who serve 
throughout the library. Volunteers 
assist, enhance, and support the work 
of Rochester Public Library.  

The Foundation has several 
opportunities for volunteering: 
• Fundraising Auctions for the Library
• Fundraising & Public Events
• Foundation Committee or Board

Visit www.rplmn.org/volunteer to 
learn more about these oportunities.

Joanne Rosener 
Rochester Public Library Foundation, President

Message from  
the Foundation  
President

Interested in  
Volunteering?

Save the Date
Saturday,  

January 25th, 2025
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Donors  March 1 to May 30, 2024

Donate to the Library Foundation
YOUR dollars allow us to help develop the award-
winning programs, technology, and services that 
our community has come to depend upon.

www.rplmn.org/donate

George & Dorothy 
Allen
Altra Federal Credit 
Union
Casey & Jessica 
Balcom
Audrey Betcher
Ray Bills & Coralee 
Grebe
Jean Burrington
Laura Camp
Carl & Verna Schmidt 
Foundation
Richard Cayward Jr.
Marilyn Crawford
Jenna Davison
Penny & Joe Duffy
Carol & Titus Evans

James Findlay & 
Aleta Borrud
Jim & Donna Glaser
Michael & Ann Griese
Audrienne Hanlon
Mary & Mike Harper
Keith & Carol Hartley
Vic & Barb Hartman
Elizabeth Houser
Deborah & H. James 
Jacobsen
Nancy Jorgensen
Lois Ruth Kennel
Tom Kinter
Dotty & Doug Leimer
Tom & Susan Lemke
 

M. William & Julie 
Lower
Mayo Foundation For 
Medical Education & 
Research
John & Kathleen 
Mazur
James & Kathleen 
McMullin
Robert & Ruth Ann 
Miles
Jillanne Millard
Jorge Montequin
Thomas & Janet 
Munger
Paula Muth
Audrey M. Nelson 
M.D.
Beth M. Nienow

Mark & Jeanne Olson
Lynn & Chuck Pentek
Kurt & Phyllis Pinnow
Thom & Katie Rieck
Andrea M. Schmidt
Ken & Lousette 
Schultz
Mrs. JoAnn M. 
Sheldon
Angela Smith &  
Erik Tryggestad
Joan Smith
Dr. Ralph & Naomi 
Spiekerman
Cecil & Sherry 
Swenson
Georgia Toogood
John & Patty Trnka

Stephen & Julie 
Troutman
James & Darlene 
Vowels
Teresa Waldof 
Carolyn  Wall
Tim & Amy Ward
Barbara 
Westmoreland
Janice Wiersma
John & Irene Wiltsie
Paul & Jean Wittmer
J. Herman & Marilyn 
Yates
Paul Zellweger & 
Elizabeth Stewart

Patricia J. Calvert 
 In appreciation of the  
 Homebound Program
Dick & Joanne Rosener 
 In appreciation of Clara Steier
Janice Marie Baker 
 In appreciation of the library &  
 all the helpers

In Appreciation

In Celebration
Jeff & Denise Swinbank 
 In celebration of Gwen Riggin
Brenda Kardock 
 In celebration of Events Committee

In Honor
Brenda Kardock 
 In honor of Library Team at RPL
Richard & Betty Buri 
 In honor of our children,  
 grandchildren &  
 great-grandchildren
Gerard & Carolyn Goulet 
 In honor of our grandchildren,  
 Austin & Leah Willis
Gwen Riggin 
 In honor of Stephanie Pasch

Paulette & Mike  Zenner 
 In memory of Amanda S. Carlson
Jeanette Bergler 
 In memory of Arnold Bergler
Erik & Elizabeth Ritman 
 In memory of Dr. Gerald Gau
Brenda Kardock 
 In memory of Frank Squadrito
Marilyn Campbell & Gerald Haas 
 In memory of Herb Erickson
Helen Kolb 
 In memory of Herb Erickson

Doug Sween 
 In memory of Joan Sween
Gwen Riggin 
 In memory of Margaret  
 Buswell Nelson
Wanda Hagquist 
 In memory of Don & Drew Hagquist

In Memory

LOOKING FOR  
ITEMS FOR  

OUR HOLIDAY  
SHOPPING AUCTION

Please contact us if you  
would like to donate  - 

Gift cards, Spirits, Experiences, Baskets
 foundation@rplmn.org

Save the Date
Saturday,  

January 25th, 2025



6  www.rplmn.org

Friends Announce  
Scholarship Recipient

Thank You, Knutson Construction!
Friends recently needed to relocate our initial sorting and 
bookstore stock room to space on a different floor, adjacent to 
our book valuation operations. Friends would like to recognize 
Knutson Construction for generously donating the time of two 
carpenters who assembled and placed twenty new shelving 
units per our layout needs. They were able to complete the 
work much faster and more effectively than we could have 
done on our own. The newly consolidated space has enabled 
us to gain some efficiencies in our processes of repurposing 
gently used donated books for the benefit of the library.

This year’s recipient of the Friends of the Rochester Public Library 
scholarship for a library staff member is Pat Valdez, a shelver 
who will be attending RCTC to study Graphic Design. Their essay 
highlighted the warm, welcoming, and caring environment created 
by the amazing library staff which reduced their anxiety of being 
new to the state, new to the library, and new to using their chosen 
name for the first time in the workplace. Pat was appreciative of 
the award. “Receiving this scholarship was honestly a surprise 
and a relief! To me, it’s just another way the library gives back to 
its community.” Val Kaliszewski, President of the Friends Board, 
responded, “This scholarship program is a way to recognize an 
individual’s contribution to ensuring the library continues to be the 
cherished institution that is celebrated by our community, as well 
as to encourage their long-term career goals. We are proud to 
support Pat’s ongoing education!”

FRIENDS BOOKSTORE
101 Second Street SW, Rochester, MN

rplmn.org/friends

Quality used books at bargain prices.
Funds raised support the 
Rochester Public Library. ALL ARE 

WELCOME507-328-2306

Mon-Thurs
11AM-6PM

Fri & Sat
11AM-2PM

THURSDAY, October 10TH

5-7PM (members only preview)

*Memberships can be renewed 
or purchased at the door.

FRIDAY, October 11TH

10AM-5:30PM

SATURDAY, October 12TH

10AM-5:30PM

SUNDAY, October 13TH

12-4PM

AUTUMN 
BOOK SALE
LIBRARY AUDITORIUM

FRIENDS OF THE
ROCHESTER 
PUBLIC LIBRARY

rplmn.org/friends
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JUNE 1 - AUGUST 31
Spend time this summer

reading, connecting, relaxing,

exploring, and finding joy!

Check out our schedule of free summer events 
for kids & families! rplmn.org/events

• Take a curiosity walk.• Visit the Bookmobile  (rplmn.org/bookmobile). • Check out RPL’s online resources.   

• Enjoy a lazy day. • Sleep in or take a nap. • Watch a sunrise or sunset.

• Do something just for you.• Spend time on your hobby.• Call a friend.   

• 

• 
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• 
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• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• Schedule a playdate. • Check out a game from RPL and  invite someone to play.• Attend a Library event.

Spend time this summer reading, connecting, relaxing, exploring, and finding joy. Use the ideas below or write your own goals. 

Be creative as you color in the books. Sign your log to have it included in the Summer Playlist 2024 book!   

Sign on the line if you would like your log included 
in the Library display and Summer Playlist 2024 book. 

EXPLORE

RELAX

FIND JOY

CONNECT

Go birdwatching.

Dance around in the kitchen.Fly my kite. Take a nap in a hammock.Read a chapter in a book.

Look for fireflies.Find a new trail.
Mail a letter to a friend.Visit with a neighbor.

Yasmin

www.rplmn.org/events
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The Bookmobile started running on summer hours on June 1. Do you 
have the latest schedule? If you haven’t picked up a yellow copy of 
the schedule at the library or from the bookmobile, you can find it 
online at www.rplmn.org/bookmobile. Be sure to save this page to 
look for updates to stops for weather. 

The bookmobile will once again be in attendance for all of Rochester 
Public Music’s FORWARD Concert series. Be sure to stop by for some 
amazing music and special summer giveaways!

Have you seen our new  
summer Bookmobile schedule?

https://bit.ly/2024RPLBookmobile

View the summer
Bookmobile Schedule
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