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Ruth I. Gordon (May 13, 1933 – July 18, 2016) was an American school librarian, educator, author, editor, reviewer, and dedicated advocate for children’s library services, intellectual freedom, equity, diversity, and social justice. Over a roughly 60-year career, she worked primarily in rural northern California school libraries while holding influential leadership roles in national and regional library organizations. 
She was known for her high standards, frank advocacy, mentorship (including her online persona “Big Grandma”), sharp sense of humor, and commitment to ensuring libraries served as refuges and gateways to opportunity for all children. 
She was born in Chicago, Illinois. She earned an A.B. from Tufts University (1954), an M.A. from Brown University (1961), a Master of Library Science from the University of California, Berkeley (1967), and a Ph.D. from Berkeley (1977). Her doctoral thesis examined Paul Elder, the Bay Area bookseller-publisher (1897–1917). She was proud of her academic achievements and was often referred to as “Dr. Ruth.” 

Gordon’s early career included teaching in the Portola Valley (California) School District—where she taught future Nobel laureate in chemistry Roger Kornberg how to diagram sentences—and at the Aviano Dependents School (U.S. Air Force) in Italy, where she developed a lasting love for the Italian language and culture. She later lectured and directed practicum at the University of San Francisco (as a National Defense Education Act scholar) and taught at the University of Maryland. 

She transitioned into librarianship, serving as director of school libraries for the Lassen County Office of Education in Susanville, director of libraries for the Cloverdale Unified School District, and librarian at Kenilworth Junior High School in Petaluma. 

She also worked as a consultant on library projects and as managing editor of Critical Reviewing UnLtd. Gordon viewed libraries and reading as essential for children facing chaotic home lives or limited circumstances, and she consistently advocated for strong support of school library services. 

Professional Activities
Gordon was active in the American Library Association (ALA) and its divisions. She served two terms on the ALA Council (1991–1995) and on the board of the Association for Library Service to Children (ALSC, 1986–1989). 
She chaired the Notable Children’s Books Committee and the Newbery Award Committee.
She was president of the Association of Children’s Librarians of Northern California (ACLNC), a group she helped found and in which she remained involved (including as chair of its social responsibilities efforts and as a mentor/copy editor). 
She frequently recommended colleagues for award committees and mentored reviewers, emphasizing objective analysis. Her candid, sometimes controversial comments on listservs and at meetings addressed challenging topics such as poverty, racism, sexism, and the shortage of school librarians, always with the goal of advancing discussion and improvement. 

A fierce civil liberties advocate, Gordon worked within library associations to promote equity and inclusion. She took pride in helping bring attention to the Boy Scouts of America’s discriminatory policies regarding gay youth and leaders. The ALA honored her posthumously with a memorial resolution, describing her as an “ALA Gadfly” for her probing questions and proposals, and praising her embodiment of values around equity, diversity, and inclusion. 

Ruth I. Gordon died at her home in Cloverdale, California, on July 18, 2016, after a brief illness. Her legacy lives on in the librarians she mentored, the improved library services she championed, her contributions to children’s literature, and her enduring example of principled, energetic advocacy.


Selected Publications and Editorial work
“Paul Elder: Bookseller-Publisher (1897–1917): A Bay Area Reflection.” Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, Berkeley, 1977. Scholarly work on the Bay Area bookseller and publisher Paul Elder is frequently cited in historical and printing studies.
Under All Silences: Shades of Love (selected/edited by Ruth I. Gordon). New York: Harper & Row, 1987. (A Charlotte Zolotow Book; poetry anthology on themes of love.)
Time Is the Longest Distance (selected/edited by Ruth I. Gordon). New York: HarperCollins, 1991. (Poetry anthology.)
Peeling the Onion: An Anthology of Poems (selected/edited by Ruth I. Gordon). New York: HarperCollins (A Charlotte Zolotow Book), 1993. ISBN 978-0060217273. (Poetry anthology.)
Feathers (retold by Ruth Gordon; illustrated by Lydia Dabcovich). New York: Simon & Schuster, 1993 (Folktale/prose retelling.)
Pierced by a Ray of Sun: Poems about the Times We Feel Alone (selected/edited by Ruth I. Gordon). New York: HarperCollins, 1995. (Poetry anthology on themes of loneliness and isolation.)
Gordon also worked as a freelance editor of nonfiction, fiction selector for the Elementary School Library Collection, and a reviewer for outlets including Kirkus Reviews, The New York Times Book Review, School Library Journal, and BayViews. [These roles involved selecting, editing, and reviewing others’ work rather than producing her own original books]. 
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