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William “Bill” Ptacek (1950–2019) was a visionary public library leader who directed major systems in the United States and Canada. He transformed libraries from traditional book repositories into dynamic community hubs emphasizing access, programming, early literacy, and innovation. 

Born in 1950 on Chicago’s South Side, Ptacek grew up enjoying picture books about ancient Rome and Greece and became an avid reader after discovering Sherlock Holmes stories. He earned the  Bachelor’s Degree — University of Illinois;  Master’s Degree in Library Science (MLS) — State University of New York (SUNY) and Advanced Degree in Administration — University of Chicago.
He began his library career at the Chicago Public Library, where he worked at a branch near a penitentiary and launched a chess club to engage Spanish-speaking youth in the neighborhood. He advanced to head of the city’s northeast district. At the Chicago Public Library, he met his wife, Margaret (a children’s librarian); they married in early 1979. 

In 1979, Ptacek became director of the Idaho Falls Public Library in Idaho, where he saw the powerful community impact libraries could have with strong local government support. 
He then served approximately five years as director of the Louisville Free Public Library in Kentucky, navigating funding challenges.  While there he wrote a book with Peggy Sullivan,  Public Libraries: Smart Practices in Personnel. 1982.




King County Library System

In 1989, Bill Ptacek was appointed director of the King County Library System (KCLS) serving the Seattle suburbs in Washington state—a position he held for 25 years until 2014. Under his leadership, KCLS expanded significantly (from roughly 36 to 48 branches), quadrupled its staff, pioneered public internet access, and grew circulation to a record 22.4 million items in 2010. 
The system was named Library Journal’s Library of the Year in 2011 for its innovative outreach, including issuing over 100,000 new cards and mobile services. Ptacek introduced creative staffing models (such as staff clustering in 2005) and championed intellectual freedom by removing security cameras from branches in 2011. 
In addition to his role as Library Director, Ptacek served on the King County Board for Developmental Disabilities and State of Washington Developmental Disabilities Life Opportunities Trust, United Way of King County Campaign Cabinet, King County Governance Task Force, KCTS Public Television Advisory Board, City of Bellevue Arts Commission, and Cascade Bicycle Club Board of Directors.  He also served on the University of Washington Bothell Advisory Board. 
On Saturday April 15, 2023 the KCLS Foundation sponsored an event at the Fall City Library honoring long-time KCLS Director Bill Ptacek, who passed away in 2019. The celebration included the announcement of an endowment to fund early literacy programs, and the dedication of the library’s community meeting room, both in Bill’s name.[See Source: King County Library System.  “Director’s Report – April 2023].

Calgary Public Library

In February 2014, Ptacek became CEO of the Calgary Public Library in Alberta, Canada—one of Canada’s largest systems. During his tenure, he led a full rebranding, introduced a new catalog and website, provided free library cards to all residents, grew the library foundation, enhanced safety measures, and refreshed collections and spaces system-wide. 
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He strongly promoted early literacy by establishing 12 early learning centers. He oversaw the construction of two new branches plus the flagship New Central Library (a 240,000-square-foot award-winning building designed by Snøhetta and DIALOG that opened in November 2018). [see Sources for Design Awards].
Patron registrations nearly tripled. Ptacek  articulated his guiding philosophy in a TEDxCalgary talk: “The library is not a place, it’s a concept.” 

Ptacek received the City of Calgary’s Citizen of the Year award in 2019 and the Urban Libraries Council Executive Board Award for outstanding leadership. Colleagues remembered him for his energy, creativity, kindness, and ability to inspire staff and partners while challenging the status quo. 

Professional activity
Bill Ptacek was an active, long-term member and contributor to several major library associations. His involvement centered on supporting divisions and round tables, receiving awards for innovation and leadership, participating in conferences, and contributing through presentations, editorial work, and networking. 

American Library Association (ALA)
· Long-term ALA member. Including ALA Committee on the Status of Women in Librarianship.
· Appreciated contributor and supporter of three key units:
· LLAMA (Library Leadership and Management Association)
· PLA (Public Library Association, a division of ALA)
· IRRT (International Relations Round Table)
Public Library Association (PLA) 

· Participated in PLA-related professional activities and presented at ALA conferences (including sessions on outreach, bookmobiles, and serving underserved communities, e.g., a 2007 presentation titled “The Rest of the Story: Bringing the Library to the Underserved”).
Urban Libraries Council (ULC)
· Recipient of the 2019 ULC Executive Board Award The award recognized his “outstanding leadership and contributions to the public library field.” ULC President and CEO Susan Benton described him as “a leader among leaders.” 

· Nominated three of his library board members (Wai Fong Lee, Kari Glover, and Janet Hutchinson) to serve on the ULC Executive Board, helping strengthen connections between his libraries and the organization.
Other Association and Professional Involvement
· Served on the Editorial Board of Public Library Quarterly.
· Contributed to the broader profession through articles, presentations, and advocacy on topics like early literacy, library innovation, outreach, and reimagining library spaces.

Honors and Awards
 Charles Robinson Award (2000) — Public Library Association (a division of ALA). Recognized Ptacek as a public library director for being a risk-taker, innovator, and/or change agent over a period of seven years. 
Posthumously honored with official ALA Memorial Resolution (adopted by ALA Council in January 2020), which recognized his “many contributions to the library profession, and for his service to the Association.” 

· Calgary Citizen of the Year (2018) — One of the City of Calgary’s highest honors, awarded by Mayor Naheed Nenshi in recognition of his transformative leadership at the Calgary Public Library. 

· ULC Executive Board Award (2019) — Urban Libraries Council. which honors exceptional leadership and contributions to the public library field. 







Honors Earned Under His Leadership, which reflect the success of the library systems he directed. (KCLS and Calgary Public Library) and are frequently cited in tributes to his vision:
· Library Journal Library of the Year (2011) — Awarded to the King County Library System (KCLS) while he was director. KCLS was also named the busiest library system in the U.S. in 2010.
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· Silver Anvil Award of Excellence (2004) — Public Relations Society of America. Awarded to KCLS for its Library Capital Replacement Bond information program. 

· Library of the Year Special Mention (2019) — Awarded to the Calgary Public Library during his tenure as CEO. 

· AIA/ALA Library Building Award (2019) — One of six winners (for the New Central Library in Calgary, which opened in 2018 under his leadership). The project also received other design recognitions (e.g., features in Library Journal architecture roundups and New York Times “52 Places to Go in 2019”). 

· KCLS Dedication and Endowment (2023) — The KCLS Foundation honored him with an endowment to fund early literacy programs and dedicated the community meeting room at the Fall City Library in his name. 
Notes: 
· Ptacek was frequently praised as “a leader among leaders” and a visionary change agent. Many honors highlight his ability to modernize libraries, increase community engagement, and foster innovation. 
· He also contributed through editorial work (e.g., Public Library Quarterly board), presentations at ALA conferences, and hosting events at the Alberta Library Conference, though these are professional contributions rather than formal awards. 
· His TEDxCalgary talk (“The library is not a place, it’s a concept”) served as a prominent platform for his ideas but was not a formal award.



William “Bill” Ptacek
 passed away October 15, 2019, at age 69, survived by his wife Margaret and their three daughters. 
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Calgary Central Library Awards & Recognitions

Breathing new life into how Calgarians access knowledge, information, culture, and stories, Bill Ptacek, CEO of the Calgary Public Library, is revolutionizing a beloved 104-year old institution to create the best public library in the world…one community library at a time. As the 240,000 sq. ft. New Central Library transforms downtown Calgary, the Library system is revolutionizing community building for the entire city, making the Library relevant in the lives of all Calgarians.-- Ted Talk by Bill Ptacek- The library is not a place, it’s a concept. | Bill Ptacek | TEDxCalgary

The New Central Library received significant national and international acclaim:
· 2019 AIA/ALA Library Building Award — One of the winners of this prestigious award co-sponsored by the American Institute of Architects (AIA) and the American Library Association (ALA).
· 2020 AIA Architecture Award — Honored by the American Institute of Architects.
· 2020 AIA New York Architecture Honor Award — Recognized by the AIA New York chapter for outstanding architectural design.
· 2019 Mawson Urban Development Award (Mayor's Urban Design Awards) — Awarded by the City of Calgary.
· Featured in Library Journal 2018 Year in Architecture and 2017 Library Design roundups.
· Selected for the New York Times “52 Places to Go in 2019” list.
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