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Magic Tricks and Maintenance: Helping the Public Learn Technology
We’ll discuss the digital divide and the library’s position as the safety net tech support provider for Americans. Jessamyn West will discuss some of her successes and failures in running technology instruction 
classes in both library and non-library contexts.



Setting the Scene



Jessamyn West

Without a Net: Librarians 
Bridging the Digital Divide

librarian.net
jessamyn.com

My background.



This is the library I work at, occasionally. They call me “the intrepid part timer” Most of the 
time when I’m not doing my community management job at MetaFilter.com I’m working at 
the local vocational high school.



In the past I had an AmeriCorps job via this same school and part of my job was to do 
outreach at the libraries in the “sending towns” On a good day, class would look like this. A 
lot of happy people using Macs and learning stuff. On a bad day we’d have people with virus 
laden PCs who couldn’t afford to get them repaired who hated the town librarian and needed 
the PC fixed so they could do their 



The Numbers



34%
Americans with 

no broadband at home



21%
Americans with 

no internet at home

"no point of reference" says Kathryn



"One in 10 non-users 
say they would like to 
start using the internet 

in the future." 

This is a weird statement because it implies that for 90% of the disconnected, they’re actually 
not that interested in getting connected. So how much is it our job to SELL the internet to 
them?



competing messages

The internet 
makes you 

more 
productive!

23%

Pew's project for excellence in journalism



competing messages

The 
internet is 
not secure

18%



it's magic?

The problem, to my mind is summed up in one basic idea. People learn through media and 
from other people that computers can do magic. They do not understand why they do some 
sorts of magic and not others. 



Two Bulleted Lists



Multiple divides

1. Economic divide
2. Usability divide
3. Empowerment divide

Economic divide: Comcast... 
Usability divide: 40% of the population has lower literacy skills, seniors and peopel w/ disabilities... 
participation inequality. “in social networks and community systems, about 90% of users don't contribute, 
9% contribute sporadically, and a tiny minority of 1% accounts for most contributions.” We know this, and 
yet we act like facebook is really reaching people... it is and it isn’t.
Empowerment divide: [if you wanted to get online, you would be online already]



Multiple populations

1. Library patrons
2. Library staff
3. People to impress ($)



Not the What



But the How



First, the Why



First, the Why



We know the obvious things the internet can help you with. To my mind they break down into 
two classes: work and social. Or "get laid and get paid"



When I talk to public librarians I often stress just basic access to services. Being able to fill out your FEMA forms, or being able to 
apply for a job or collect unemployment. But there is a whole new level, a more sophisticated level of tech understanding that 
people need. Think of it as a consumer education or criitical thinking skills but for college level students [and faculty, let’s be 
serious]. 

In this example, what does Google want? What’s in your best interests? How does the design lead you one way and not 
another...?
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People need to be able to understand enough about the new environment to not be preyed 
on by it
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Where do you think you're supposed to click here?
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I expected more from the post office.



I expected more from the post office.



Now, the How

So this isn't going to be about how to set up a class or drop-in time or handouts or 
assistance because a lot of that is dependent on your own community. I wrote a long book 
about specifics. However, since we know that we're living in an environment where people are 
offline for REASONS, we need to make sure that when they decide to make the choice to get 
online that we're not scaring them right back offline again



four things to do



1

- make lessons with success in mind - we'd rather have someone successfully achieve a 
simple goal than struggle with a complicated one



2

Ask open-ended questions. Not "who is your ISP?" but "Where does your internet come from" 
"Do you know your email address" Encourage people to tell stories about their experiences 
not just give you rapid fire answers. Students will try to please, we'd rather they



3
repeat, review, remind - your class is the start of a process the end goal if which isn't 
mastery of the subject you are teaching but the understanding of the concepts and 
framework of the technological world.



4

The problem you are trying to solve is likely to not be the problem the student is trying to 
solve. Focus on getting them to solve their problem being what solves your problem



four things you think 
you shouldn't do

(but you should)



1

Write every password down. Of course you should help peoplel choose strong passwords but 
then help them remember them.



2
Suggest options. 



3

This is a cheat because it's really two things
1. ignore users, just a little
2. say no
sometimes users want things that computers can't really do, or aren't good at doing, or that 
might be easy for an expert to do, but not for them. it's okay to say that something is difficult



4
Make the computer as much like the user's computer as possible (if possible have them use 
their own computer...)



four things to avoid



1
From here on out, nothing sucks [even if it does]. Some things can be better than others, 
things that suck are now "suboptimal" Your attitude makes an impression try to make it, if 
not positive then objective.Other wording options, instead of easy [hey a monkey could do 
this!] opt for simple/uncomplicated [there aren't many steps and we can learn them]



2

don't grab the mouse and other suggestions. While there are occasionally times when you 
may need to say "hey ignore me for a second while I..." in general let them do the driving 
even if it takes forever. Muscle memory is part of this. Phil Agre handout.



3

overgeek "this part is the CPU it is using an intel chip and running OSX bla bla bla" Have 
simple explanations for technical things and point users to good resources for more 
information.



4
try to avoid prostletyzing, in either direction. I love firefox as much as this lady does, but ...



four phrases to remember



"If I am using words 
that you don't 

understand I am not 
doing my job as well as 

I could be."1



"We might be able to 
change that in the 
program's default 

settings" 2
this also introduces the concept of defaults to people who don't know much about them



"This is a poorly 
designed website."

3

People want to know if it's them or the site. Sometimes it's them, often it's the site. It's okay 
to explain that some interfaces are bad, and why that might be. It's also worth explaining that 
people still need to figure them out, but that it's understandably complicated.



"I don't know but let's 
find out."

4





We need to use the stuff ourselves, just to show that it’s possible, okay, and practical.



We need to use the stuff ourselves, just to show that it’s possible, okay, and practical.



Free to All

Access to information, in whatever format, is a right, not the privilege of a few. And especially 
not the few who understand it and how to get it. And the more we enlarge that community, of 
people who get it, the more we live up to our ideals.



thank you


