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Social services a new chapter in Elmhurst library offerings

By HANNAH MITCHELL
editorial@mysuburbaniife.com

ELMHURST - The morning that
Jackson Jones entered the Elmhurst
Public Library to sign up for a library
card, he felt alone, was facing home-
lessness and was on the verge of sui-
cide.

He asked a librarian for help in
signing up for a card so that he could
use the computers to look for a job.
The librarian referred him to Tracey
Orick, a social work intern brought to

the library to provide social services
for patrons.

Orick, who is now a social service
specialist, is one of many social work-
ers being placed in libraries in the Chi-
cago area.

“Libraries have always been inclu-
sive places where anyone can come
and seek help,” said Mary Beth Harp-
er, director of the Elmhurst library.

Librarians were encountering sit-
uations beyond their skill set. When
librarians were asked for help with
filling out job applications and using
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“Libraries have always been
inclusive places where anyone
can come and seek help.”

Mary Beth Harper
director of the Elmhurst library

computers, they knew there was a need
for someone such as Orick.

Partnering with social service agen-
cies in DuPage County, Orick is able
to offer referrals to help with food in-
securities, mental health issues, hous-
ing, substance abuse, unemployment,
social security and domestic violence.

Orick was able to help Jones with
food, housing, transportation and blan-
kets, but most important, medication.
He said he couldn’t afford counseling
or the medication he needed to treat de-
pression and PTSD. Jones was experi-
encing frequent nervous breakdowns,
and without help he could not inde-
pendently fill out pages of paperwork
or look for a job.

For patrons, getting service at their
public library is much easier than tra-
ditional social service centers. There
is not an application or lines, and proof
of residency or an ID are not needed.

Orick also can offer the feeling of hav-
ing someone in your corner.

It feels like a “safe place,” she said.

Most of Orick’s clients are senior
citizens looking to get back into the
workforce, facing food insecurity or at
risk of loging their housing.

“We see a lot of seniors or people
with other barriers that struggle with
being on the computer and filling
things out,” she said.

Some of these clients just need help
filling out an application for the local
Jewel-Osco, while others face losing
their home.

When Jones came to Orick facing
crisis, she was able to help him identi-
fy five crisis points. She sat with him
twice a week, treated his case with ur-
gency and showed him the empathy he
craved. By doing so, she was able to
help him get a full-time job as a corpo-
rate recruiter, get his own apartment
and regain custody of his dogs.

On Saturday afternoons, the library
hosts “Social Services Coffee Chat.”
The event welcomes homeless people
before they head to DuPage Pads, an
organization that offers interim over-
night housing on Saturdays through
a church.
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