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Preface

We are stuck with technology when what we really want is just
stuff that works.

—Douglas Adams, The Salmon of Doubt

Why I Am Writing This Book

I'm writing this book because it doesn’t already exist. The dig-
ital divide is real; the need to engage it is pressing. Libraries are one
of the few institutions with national presence and digital infrastruc-
ture that are taking on this large project. And they could use help.

I have been doing basic technology instruction since I began
library school in 1993, and rural technology instruction since 2002.
If you want to get nitpicky about it, I've done technology instruc-
tion since I showed my mom how to get the VCR to stop blinking
12:00. This would have been in about 1979. And the classic struggle
is exactly the same. My mom knows how to push a button, how to
tell time, and how to follow instructions. But somewhere along the
line, the combination of steps required to do simple tasks—tasks
with a technological aspect—started to seem impossible to her.

There’s a whole body of work surrounding the idea of techno-
stress and how it affects us and why, for example, people don’t set
their VCR clocks when they’ll set every other clock in the house.
Why inserting a computer into the steps involved in performing a
task can sometimes cause people to not do the task at all. Until six
months ago, I was driving around in a car with a clock that was
an hour and seventeen minutes off because I couldn’t figure out
how it worked. I am no stranger to either side of this issue.
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However, this isn’t a psychology text, for the most part. This
book gives you practical data for both technology instruction and
general education. That said, part of technology instruction is not
just being able to tell someone how to get their email or run a virus
scan, it’s how to make technology exploration and learning some-
thing that people are motivated to do. At least part of this motivation
comes from within, ideally. For most people, part of this motivation
is also external. People have to get online to apply for jobs, to interact
with their government, to receive social services. And they might
want to get online to interact with friends and family, read the news,
watch current or vintage television shows, or just look at photos of
puppies. Being online is not merely an available option, for most
people in the United States it’s now part of their daily lives.

Finding the right combination of personal motivators is key to
helping people learn, more so than individual intelligence or tech-
nical background. The library setting is integral to this: a public set-
ting, available to everyone, with computers and internet access and
at least the occasional staff member to help out. While many people
regularly use computers at work, school, and home, some people
lack this access for a variety of reasons. Some studies claim the
number of “offline” people in America is as high as one-fifth of all
adults. When those people need to use technology, they’re often at
the public library. We need to be responding to these people appro-
priately and effectively. We are one of the integral bridges across
the digital divide.

Where I Came From

I’'m one of those people who grew up with computers, even
though I'm slightly older than most people in this category. My
father was an early technologist and worked with computers start-
ing in the late seventies. While he didn’t bring his work home with
him, I did grow up in a culture where computers were part of the
normal environment and they were something manageable and
masterable. We had the normal video games at home (Atari 2600!)
and when I was in high school we had a VAX computer in our
school’s lab, a lucky side benefit to being up the road from Digital
Equipment Corporation. My informal high school yearbook photo
shows me in the computer lab.

That said, I'm not a programmer. I can write HTML and CSS
and even edit a little bit of javascript and PHP, but I can’t write
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my own computer programs. I think this is important to state at the
outset. All of the work I've done and the examples I am giving in
this book come from a sophisticated end-user perspective. I went
to library school at the University of Washington beginning in
1993, before the graphical web. I took a year off between my first
and second year of school and went to Romania with my partner
who had gotten a one-year professorship there. I got a job working
with the Freedom Forum Library in Bucharest Romania, helping
them set up their library. Since the library was run pretty much by
the Gannett Company, this mostly involved taking books about
journalism and USA Today founder Al Neuharth out of boxes and
putting them on shelves. However, they also had an internet con-
nection.

In 1994, an internet connection in Romania was something
that you paid Sprint dollars-per-minute for. And the internet didn’t
have any pictures. With my high school VAX background and UW
experience using the Pine email client, I was the de facto technol-
ogy expert. I began teaching classes for journalists in how to use
Gopher for research and how to use Pine for email. My students
didn’t know anyone else with email addresses, so we practiced
sending email to other people in the same classroom. I like to think
of those students now impressing their friends “I was sending
email in the mid-nineties!” And yet, I still sign people up for their
first email accounts even now.

I came back to Seattle and finished library school and found
myself in a crazy wonderland where having any tech skills at all
meant that you could get a high paid job doing pretty much anything.
I was a VISTA volunteer at Seattle Public Library where I started the
Wired for Learning program. I worked with the City of Seattle’s fam-
ily centers to get them set up with computers and donated internet
connections. I took a tech support job with Speakeasy where I learned
the ins and outs and nitty-gritty details of the DSL business. I did free-
lance computer support on the side—realistically anyone who is at all
good with computers does this, either for free or for pay—and plotted
a return to smalltown New England where I'd come from.

Where I Am

I currently live in rural Vermont in a town about the size of the
one where I grew up (3,500 people). I've lived here or nearby for
about ten years. I've done a variety of jobs here, both library-related
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and non-. I've been an outreach librarian at a large public library;
I've worked on several automation projects. I'm active in the
Vermont Library Association and help run their website. While
my jobs are varied and interesting, at some level most of them
come down to helping novice technology users make sense of their
systems.

I started my current job as an AmeriCorps volunteer at the
local vocational high school. My library contract had run its course
and I was looking forward to taking some time off. I told people
I would not be taking another job that summer unless I opened
the paper and saw a job involving “teaching email to old people,”
which was and is my favorite thing to do. Amusingly, that’s exactly
what happened. The local school was looking for an AmeriCorps
volunteer to start an outreach program enabling them to share their
technology offerings with people in the community. The Randolph
Technical Career Center is a regional school, serving students in
seven towns in Central Vermont. When the kids go home at 2:30,
there’s an empty building filled with computers and high-speed
internet in the middle of a very tech-poor section of the state. RTCC
saw that as an opportunity.

The Adult Education coordinator and I worked to design a
combination of adult education classes, drop-in time, and public
library visits to serve the tech education needs of the community.
The original idea was that the school served seven small towns
and yet was mostly a presence in Randolph, the town where the
school was located. We wanted to reach further into the commun-
ities and offer more for people who were not high school age.
I became a roving librarian, giving computer assistance and
instruction at many of the libraries belonging to what we called
the “sending towns.” Many of these libraries did not yet have
broadband and were struggling with aging Gates Foundation com-
puters and local populations clamoring for access. I showed up
once or twice a month and ran virus scans and software updates
and occasionally taught librarians or library patrons about their
systems. I did some local internet safety classes and mostly helped
people check their email, make flyers, and surf the web.

I also taught evening classes a few times a week with titles like
“Getting Started with Email” or “What Is a Web Page?” And,
because we found that some potential students didn’t even have
the skills to begin taking a class, we started drop-in time which is
just what it sounds like. After school lets out, I hang around one
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of the classrooms for a few hours. People can drop-in and I'll help
them with their computer questions. I've been doing this for over
five years now. My experience forms the basis of much of the prac-
tical advice in this book.

The job has evolved somewhat over the time that I've been
there. I'm on staff and no longer an AmeriCorps volunteer, though
I still work part-time. I no longer do library visits. Most of the libra-
ries in the region now have broadband and wireless. Drop-in time
shrank to one day per week and has recently expanded back to
two days. I have some students who have been coming in for the
full five years, but most are local folks who saw the ad in the
paper—we’ve found it’s our best recruitment tool—and stop by
with a question or two. I work a few hours per week doing com-
puter fix-it work for the teachers and staff at the school in addition
to my community technology work.

What We Have

The computers in the classroom serve the students mainly,
though I've been able to get a few software programs installed for
the general public. There is an IT company that does the high-
level maintenance of the school’s network and administers the
mandatory web and content filters that we must have. Most web
browsing is okay. All chat is blocked and Skype is unavailable. We
had to lobby hard to get access to YouTube and other video sites.
There are mostly PCs in the classrooms, although people can bring
in their own laptops and get on our wireless network which is an
ad-hoc network created by me sharing the internet connection from
my own laptop. The computers are desktop machines running
Windows XP with flatscreen monitors which are a few years old.
They have a small assortment of software on them including both
new and old versions of MS Office, a typing tutor, some career
chooser software, Internet Explorer and Firefox, and Photoshop
Elements. Ninety-five percent of the time people are just there to
use the web, unless they’re working on their résumé or messing
with mailing labels for holiday cards.

Working out of a student computer lab is not ideal. I do not
have the level of control over the system that I would prefer. How-
ever, while it may not be ideal, it is certainly realistic. In many tech-
nology situations, novice users will not be able to have complete
control over their computers. They’ll either share with a family
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member, use a work computer, use a public PC at the library, or oth-
erwise gain temporary access to a computer and/or the internet. At
least, our internet access is consistent. We have a regular broad-
band connection to the internet that, aside from the filtering, works
well and consistently. And for many people in my region, this is
what they are lacking. They may have dial-up at home or know
someone who does, but what you can access on the internet in
2010 is quite limited if you're still using dial-up.

Most importantly, we have a can-do attitude. The school
believes that it is their responsibility to help the people in our
region across the digital divide. This helps our neighbors find jobs,
interact with their government, save money, and generally do more
with less. As the person leading this initiative, I can say that I
would not be able to do it without the full support and backing of
the institution where I work. While I still think that there are a lot
of things that can be done with limited support, either financial or
professional, this is often the key to turning a regular job like mine
into something with the potential for more influence. I don’t work
as much in public libraries lately, but I spend a lot of time sharing
my technology knowledge and instruction tactics with librarians.

Where We're Going

One of the more poignant parts of my job is the extent to
which I've been teaching “basic computer classes” for upwards of
fifteen years now. I'm not sure how I thought this was going to
go, maybe I thought everyone would at some point (how?) learn
the basics and we could move on to more complex topics like
usability and design. But there are always people who need to learn
the basics. I'll get into some of the reasons why this is the case in
Chapter One.

This is what the digital divide is all about—some people lack-
ing the skills that other people consider basic, starter, or remedial,
and not having a peer group or an educational system that can
teach you. It’s also about people assuming “Oh, everyone knows
that.” and moving right on by. The digital divide isn’t about not
having a computer, though that can be part of it. The digital divide
isn’t really about not knowing how to use a computer, though
many people I work with can’t. The digital divide is about not
knowing anyone who knows how to use a computer well enough
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to teach you. It’s about not being part of a tech-literate culture and
not knowing a way out of that setting.

Slowly, this is changing—both the ability to access technology
as well as the populations who are trying to access it. I have seen
broadband access come to many of the local communities in the
time that I have lived here. I have seen the phone companies put
up hand-painted signs saying “DSL IS HERE” because it was the
best way to let people know it was available. I've seen students at
my drop-in times start coming less frequently when they finally
could get broadband at home (now they email me). I've seen more
public places than just the library start offering free wireless, and
I've seen people using it.

The amount of tech literacy one can pick up through osmosis—
from television, newspapers, other print media, seeing people use it
in public, talking to people—is increasing. This is a difference
between the rural and urban digital divides as I see it. In rural
America, people who didn’t or don’t have jobs with computers
may have missed a learning opportunity, but anyone with children
or family that includes younger people will be interacting with peo-
ple with steady access to technology. As our rural populations age,
they are replaced by a tech-savvier younger population. The same
is not as true for urban underserved populations where immigrant
populations come from other countries as adults and may or may
not settle into an area with tech-literate people. Often they settle into
urban areas with other immigrants, areas that are traditionally tech-
poor. As they acquire skills and cultural literacy and fluency, they
often move out of these areas, to be replaced by other new immi-
grants. This means that there’s a geographical area where the tech lit-
eracy rate stays very low over time, even as the general tech literacy
rate of the nation as a whole is increasing. This is a different sort of
problem. At the same time, areas of urban poverty often have tech
infrastructure—available internet access, strong cell phone signal,
availability of free or low cost wireless—that are not available
in rural areas. Both rural and urban tech literacy are pervasive and
pernicious, but are addressed using different tactics and strategies.

Part of my skill in this area is both being able to use a com-
puter fairly well and also being able to explain what I know to peo-
ple who are just getting started. I have basic metaphors and simple
explanations at the ready. I use them all the time. People know I am
quite familiar with technology, but they also know I can remember
being unfamiliar, or fake it well. I'm unusually “plugged in” for
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someone in my community, a community where people are just
starting to use Facebook, where my neighbors are more likely to
make a phone call than email, and where Twitter is something
you read about in the newspaper. For those of us who grew up with
technology, it can be difficult to remember what it was like before
you knew what a URL was, or the first time you used a search
engine. I am fortunate enough usually to get to show someone the
miracle that is Google almost every single month. I'd be lying if I
said that the light-bulb moment, the hyperspace consciousness
jump when people suddenly realize that the internet world is vast
and available to them, wasn’t a bit of a kick for me as well. I hope
to share what I know here so that you too can help other people
solve their own problems with technology. Join me.

Caveats

This is not a manual. If there were a recipe for how to solve the
digital divide, we would not have a digital divide. Addressing the
problem head-on involves a combination of skills, knowledge,
and personality, optimally among many different motivated people
in a community. This book addresses itself towards public librari-
ans and the things they can do. However, saying “Teach classes like
this.” or “Install this software.” is actually only a small part of
addressing the overall systemic problems occurring with technol-
ogy and novice patrons. Accordingly, I try to address some of the
root causes of the digital divide, and the environment it has created
at the same time as I try to offer concrete “do this” types of sugges-
tions.

I have strong opinions. They are not reflective of any of my
employers; they are mine and mine alone. While I've gotten better
at not saying that things suck over the past few years (preferring
the term “sub-optimal”), I think we do ourselves no favors by pre-
tending there are no qualitative differences between types of hard-
ware, software programs, and the ways we use them to help
information have-nots. We need to look at outcomes. We also need
to look at who is studying what, and why. We are librarians. We are
hired to make judgments about information to assist our commun-
ities in solving their own problems. We should be bringing these
skills to the world of technology in the same way that we have
brought it to the world of books for centuries.
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This book is also very American-centric. Even though digital
literacy and technology access are issues that are even more press-
ing and dire in other parts of the world, our particular technologi-
cal situation and public library institutions in the United States
are the focus of my attention and research. I strongly encourage
librarians and educators in other parts of the world who are read-
ing this to use what they can, and give feedback to the library com-
munity where other approaches would be useful.

And finally, a word about nomenclature. I specifically asked
my editor before I began this project, if I could use the words that
people in the tech world actually use when they talk about technol-
ogy, if I could apply my own style guide. This meant using words
like email and website which are often copyedited—wrongly, in my
opinion—to e-mail and Web site. She said that was okay. I'd like to
assure everyone that any errors in spelling or style are also mine
and mine alone. I've tried to avoid jargon, but I will be stopping
short of providing a glossary or spelling out every acronym that I
use. As people interested in information, libraries, and technology,
I trust you can seek definitions if you require them. Unless I am
referring specifically to myself, all example URLs are intended to
be fictional. If you want to use a domain name for the purposes of
instruction that is not a real domain name, please use
www.example.com which was created specifically for this purpose.’
All brand names should be presumed to be trademarks or service
marks of the companies that own them. Thank you for reading.


www.example.com
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Introduction

Information. What's wrong with dope and women? Is it any
wonder the world’s gone insane, with information come to be
the only real medium of exchange?

—Thomas Pynchon, Gravity’s Rainbow

Why Our Work Is Important—
Defining the Digital Divide

The digital divide is unsexy. It doesn’t make good television.
It can’t be fixed with a grant-funded website. It may not be able to
be fixed, period. However, it can be mitigated, and its effects can
be lessened. People can learn, and they can share what they know.
For every person who has that “Aha!” moment when sending their
tirst email, there are ten more people who don’t know what ques-
tions to ask, or who lack some fundamental skill that is keeping
them from interacting with the online world. We see many of these
people at the public library.

In order to move beyond simply giving beginner’s email
classes forever, it’s my opinion that we need to understand the
forces that keep people from getting comfortable with technology,
from learning, and from being able to solve their own problems.
Some of these forces are societal, some are political, some are per-
sonal, some are situational and some are of course, technological.
I feel that the technology is the least difficult to address of all of
these solutions, so I'll be talking quite a lot about the other forces
that have gone into creating the digital underclass that we see in
the United States. Those of you wanting to get straight to the
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“how to do it” stuff can jump ahead to Chapter One. Those of you
who are looking for a background in digital divide issues, keep
reading.

The digital divide is a simplistic phrase used to explain the
gap between people who can easily use and access technology,
and those who cannot. The term digital divide has been in common
use to refer to this sense of technological haves and have-nots for
over a decade. It’s not a term that anyone owns and it’s not a term
that, to the best of my knowledge, any one person has taken credit
for coining.

Carrie Bickner, who was at the time a librarian at New York
Public Library, wrote a cautionary tale about the Children’s Internet
Protection Act for the website A List Apart' in 2001. She explains
that the phrase digital divide:

... initially referred to PC ownership. It was a term used to
point out the fact that while computer ownership was generally
increasing, this increase was limited to certain ethnic groups
with particular economic means in limited geographic areas.
As the use of the term evolves, a better definition begins to
include those who are more generally cut off from information.
A more up-to-date definition would include the idea that lack of
access and lack of training are barriers to information wealth.

Bickner was being polite, but what she was describing was the
fact that computer ownership was on the rise, but mostly among
middle- and upper-class urban white people. This is different from
the more generalized statement “Hey, more people are getting com-
puters!” which was how it was often represented. Nowadays,
when we read the news stories that say “Hey, more people are get-
ting online!” we should remember that these increases do not hap-
pen proportionally among all segments of society, and we can point
out and predict where people are getting online in greater num-
bers, and where they are hardly getting online at all.

At the beginning of this century, the digital divide was more
about access to computers and less about access to the internet. A
computer cost a few thousand dollars in 2001; many people
couldn’t afford one. The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation was a
major player in a national campaign to assist libraries in obtaining
and maintaining public access computers with internet access,
office software, and games for kids. Many of the libraries in my



Introduction xxv

area still use the computers they purchased with Gates Foundation
grant money. People now have free access to computers with inter-
net access via public libraries in most places in the United States.
So, why is there still a digital divide?

It turns out the problem is more complicated than simply hav-
ing computers available. People who can physically sit down in
front of a computer still don’t necessarily know how to use one.
In fact, many times they don’t even know how to turn one on.
And who is responsible for teaching them? Even as more busi-
nesses and government agencies are interacting with customers
and constituents online, there is still no national program for help-
ing people with basic technology skills, no safety net to ensure that
people can access the services and programs that have been pro-
vided for them digitally. That job has become the task, some say
the unfunded mandate, of America’s public libraries.

Computers, We Have Them

I'm happy to be writing this at a time when we no longer have
to argue if computers have a place in the public library. For the first
half-decade of my career in librarianship, this was still an open
question. Some libraries had computers available for the public,
some didn’t. Some offered OPACs but not internet browsing. Or
you could use the internet, but not type up a résumé on a word
processor. On the other hand, some libraries still offered coin-
operated typewriters. It was a mixed-up time to be a public library.
Living in a large city on the west coast meant that access to technol-
ogy was practically a given, but the form it would take was still up
in the air. When I first started working at Seattle Public Library, the
DYNIX terminals did double-duty as web surfing machines via the
miracle of Hytelnet, if I recall correctly.

And you know, I probably don’t remember correctly. While
we all like to swap tales about our early tech experiences, they're
more of a secret handshake sort of thing among people who do
understand technology and not at all interesting to people who
don’t. In fact, telling people who have never used email that
you've had an account since 1985 does nothing to assuage their
concerns of being dreadfully behind the times. It just makes
things worse.

I'm assuming since you've read this far, you're someone who
is interested in technology, and/or pedagogy, and/or the
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intersection of these two things in and around the public library.
You may or may not be “good with computers” and you may or
may not be in a position to do anything about it. My hope is that
you're curious enough to want to do something. What I'm hoping
to do is give you a combination of some good data about the gen-
eral digital divide, an explanation of why we (still) have it, and
some techniques and skills for helping people manage it, both from
a library perspective as well as an educator perspective.

People Are Offline for a Reason

When we think about people in difficult situations, it’s often
a knee-jerk but human reaction to try to examine what they may
have done to get themselves there. While this is a problematic
approach in many respects, it’s important to understand what
aspects of people’s situations are within their control and which
are not, and work on fixing the things that can be addressed
and remedied or fixed. I live in a rural part of Vermont, by choice.
When I assess the good parts and bad parts of living where I live,
I am aware of what choices I've made to get here. I know that if
I decided that I no longer enjoyed living someplace without a
nightlife, for example, I could move. Many people live in Ver-
mont for various reasons of their own choosing. Many other peo-
ple live in Vermont because they were born here and lack the
resources to make a location change even if they wanted or
needed one.

My experience has led me to believe the same is true for peo-
ple who are offline. People are offline for a reason. It may be by
choice or it may not be, but uncovering people’s reasons for being
offline is part of the journey towards solving people’s individual
problems with getting online.

This seems somewhat counterintuitive. You have to have a
reason to be offline? To not participate? Isn’t it the other way around?
While this may not have been true a decade ago, in 2010 being at least
somewhat online is the norm in America. This is a fact. In fact, being
online with broadband is now the norm in America according to the
numbers. This creates a set of situations larger than just people’s
access to online tools. Here’s how I see the progression occurring:

1. Businesses start to provide goods and services online to
reach additional markets.



Introduction xxvii

2. Governments and other institutions use online methods to
provide goods and services to people to take advantage of
economies of scale and save money and time.

3. Business and governments start to make decisions about
these multiple delivery methods over time, which ones to
keep and which ones to discontinue.

4. Costly methods may get discontinued or not optimized for.
This could mean no longer offering phone-based tech sup-
port, or it could mean no longer designing websites for peo-
ple with dial-up in the same way that we no longer design
websites for people using Netscape. As a recent example,
Seattle Public Library is no longer sending overdue notices
by mail.” This is great news for them, saves money. Patrons’
choices for now are email or automated phone message.
How long until the TeleCirc gets discontinued?

5. People who are not online, therefore, lack access to online
goods, services, and communication. If offline delivery
methods are discontinued, their only options are to find a
way to get online or lose access to these things.

So, getting people online becomes, for non-profit do-gooders
like ourselves, a bit of a race against time. It would be nice to get peo-
ple online more at their speed and comfort level and less because
they had to get online to perform a necessary task or interact with
their government. More and more places every year are requiring
people to apply for jobs online—even places that do not require com-
puter skills in order to perform the job tasks, such as Home Depot or
McDonald’s—either via the web or in-store kiosks that are only sort
of computer-like. Lately, I've been seeing people come to my drop-
in time needing to fill out their weekly unemployment claim online.
The Vermont Department of Labor is mandating that all people filing
unemployment do so online. If you don’t fill out the forms, you don’t
get paid. This is a real struggle for some people.

When Katrina slammed the Gulf Coast leaving people without
shelter and in dire need of financial assistance, most were pre-
sented with two options: call the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA) via a telephone number that was perpetually busy
or use an online form to apply for disaster relief funds. Not a great
time to learn to use a computer. Not a great time to teach someone
to use a computer. When I explain the work I do, it is this sort of
thing that I give presentations about.
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Moral Imperatives and Technological Definitions

Before we continue, I'd like to say that generally speaking,
I don’t believe that getting online is a moral issue. I am not a tech-
nology booster. I enjoy using technology and it works for me in
my life. If you decide that you don’t want to spend the majority of
your time interacting with a computer, that’s a fine choice. How-
ever, like other choices to keep up with the Joneses (or not), there
is a cost to taking a different path. I think of the gentleman in my
town who never learned to drive. This is a valid choice. It worked
well for him in New York City, but now he’s at the mercy of other
people to drive him places. He doesn’t mind and they don’t mind,
but it limits his options for doing many things and reduces his
independence somewhat. Similarly, being unable to swim is fine
right up until the time your boat capsizes. And, of course, you
don’t have to swim anywhere to pay your taxes.

I believe that having a basic understanding of how to operate
a computer and interact with a web page is a skill that is required
in American society. Whether you decide to go on beyond that is
up to you. I'd prefer that people who were not using technology
were doing so because they had made an affirmative decision not
to, not because they were lacking information or resources to
understand their technology options.

You'll see me using some terms interchangeably here. While the
terms broadband and high speed have different nuances of meaning,
they’re both used here to mean access to the internet that is always
on and faster than dial-up. The FCC on their Broadband.gov website
defines broadband as “high-speed internet access that is always on
and faster than the traditional dial-up access.”

Similarly, while my general focus here will be discussing pub-
lic library computing and I'll use the shorthand PC, Iintend to refer
to a sort of brand-neutral computer or computing device unless
otherwise specified. One of the things that working in rural tech-
nology has taught me is that you can’t really be too much of a brand
partisan. While I think it’s important to be able to make qualitative
assessments about different flavors of operating systems or com-
puter hardware, I often don’t have the luxury of only trouble-
shooting my operating system of choice.

Assisting people with their technology—if you're doing it
well—doesn’t involve telling people that the choices they’ve made
up to this point have been bad ones. Unfortunately, that is the
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stereotype of the techie or IT person. When you have a problem,
you're concerned that they’ll tell you that you brought it all on
yourself. I felt this way when I'd go in to get a haircut after I'd
trimmed my own bangs; my stylist flipped out. I dreaded haircuts
for a while afterwards. Remembering that feeling, I can bring some
of it to my technology instruction in order to try not to make people
feel that way. If a good deal of people’s reasoning for remaining off-
line is in some capacity emotional, it’s important that we learn to
respond to their concerns and questions while understanding this
component of their decision-making process.

Who Is Offline, and Why?

Getting online is often an affirmative decision adults must
make. While younger people are often online by default at work
or school, or through owning smart phones, people who live in a
home without technology have to decide to seek out technology
access and technology instruction. A computer will not magically
install itself in their home or if it does—the gift of a well-meaning
friend or relative—it will not be self-instructing. I was initially sur-
prised, when talking to my adult education students, how many of
them had computers at home that they never used. In some cases
they were even paying for internet service, but “something hap-
pened” and the computer was not functioning properly and they
were stuck waiting for a friend or relative to return and take a look
at it. I had decided early in my tech support career that the one
thing I would not do was take care of people’s computers in their
homes, too much risk of owning a bad problem, and these stories
always tugged at my heartstrings. And yet, who were these people
that didn’t know a single person who could help them with techni-
cal problems? And what motivated them?

The year 2007 was the year that broadband saturation reached
50%, where over half of Americans had broadband at home. This
was nine years from the time broadband became widely available.
Can you remember when you first used broadband? Can you
remember when you first got it at home? Citing a short report from
the Pew Internet & American Life Project, “[T]o put this in context,
it took 10 years for the compact disc player to reach 50% of consum-
ers, 15 years for cell phones, and 18 years for color TV.”> As new
technology adoption goes, the adoption of broadband has been
speedy:.
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People’s main impediments to getting online are social and
also financial. There are many people living without home broad-
band in the United States. Thirty-five percent of adults have no
broadband at home; twenty-two percent do not use the internet at
all. And yet, like adults who are unable to read, their lack of com-
puter skills is largely invisible to those around them. The good
news is that people recently have been concerned about under-
served populations in America. This is for a few reasons—more
on these reasons in Chapter Three of this book—but generally
speaking, similar to the rural electrification program, getting peo-
ple with the program means you can sell them things. And getting
Americans up to some basic level standards means that you can use
technology to create economies of scale saving money and time in
the process. And when the government saves time and makes
fewer errors with, say, processing people’s income tax forms online,
we all save money.

So, people have been studying offline populations in a variety
of ways. There have been many surveys undertaken in the past half
decade to try to figure out who is offline, why they’re offline, and
what role the library plays in helping these people do the things
they want to do with technology. I'll summarize a few major
reports here and others are mentioned in Chapter Three. These
are primarily people looking at the digital divide in general, not
the overlap of the digital divide and library services. There are
certainly more than these reports. Please feel free to read them
yourself; the links are in the Bibliography at the end of this book.

The Pew Research Center

The Pew Research Center is a nonpartisan group that fre-
quently produces reports and surveys about Americans and internet
use. In the Center’s own words, the topics they cover are “the issues,
attitudes and trends shaping America and the world.” One of the
interesting things about their reports is how they trace trends over
time, with very similar surveys being given over several years with
results that are then comparable. Lee Rainie, the director of the Pew
Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project, frequently does
presentations at library conferences. The Center also doesn’t have
much of a dog in this particular fight. Unlike other reports that are
partially funded by organizations that I would consider closely tied
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to library vendors, the Center maintains a non-partisan stance that
makes their numbers, to me, more authoritative.

The Pew Research Center has a digital divide section on their
website which specifically addresses populations who are not on-
line. According to them, 2005 was the year in which broadband
overtook dial-up as the most popular form of home internet access.
Since then, the numbers of people using dial-up has been on a pre-
cipitous decline. In their report on home broadband usage in 2008,
they gave us some data about who, specifically, is offline and online
among adult Americans. They report that 55% of adult Americans
had broadband internet connections at home, up from 47% in
March 2007. This number drops modestly to half when they look
at the 50 to 64 age group and then drops-off sharply to only 19%
of those 65 and older.

They show similar trend lines related to home income level
with households at most income levels showing an increase in
home broadband adoption between 2007 and 2008. In fact the only
income level showing a negative trend, where people are actually
losing broadband, are households with incomes under 20K.

Pew reports that only 25% of people in households at this
income level have broadband access at home. While this stands to
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reason, if money’s tight high speed access may be a luxury;, it’s also
distressing since it results in people who are historically under-
served continuing to have less access. We also see a racial divide
in people’s broadband adoption rates. African Americans had
home broadband at lower overall percentages (43% in 2008) from
the national average and also a slower adoption rate.

What's most interesting about these Pew Research Center sur-
veys is that they ask people their reasons for not adopting broad-
band technology. This can be one of those loaded-sounding “Why
DON'T you keep up with the trends?” but it’s clear from their results
that people are not responding from a position of defensiveness. The
Center seems to be able to ask questions that elicit truthful-seeming
answers.

The FCC

The FCC recently came out with their National Broadband Plan
with its big outline for how to get all of America connected. That
plan was preceded by an in-depth phone survey looking at the
reasons that people were not online. The FCC has a real problem to
solve. They can’t just start doing business online and decide that if
they lose the 10% to 20% of people who don’t interact online, they’ll
just lose their business. They actually have to solve the problem of
getting the rest of the people online. They’re the government, for
everyone and it’s a huge task. So in order to do that, the FCC has to
figure out what their reasons are to begin with. I'll summarize a
few of their major points, but I strongly suggest reading the entire
study. It’s fifty pages long, but full of useful data and very easy to read.
A chart on the next page summarizes this information graphically.

The FCC separates offline people into four categories; percent-
ages are out of the overall U.S. population. I've noted who is in the
groups that they delineate:

1. Digitally distant (10%)—people who see no point in being
online
Who is in this group? older and retired people

2. Digital hopefuls (8%)—people who like the idea of being
online but lack the resources, often financial, for getting
online
Who is in this group? low income folks, heavily Hispanic
and African-American
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3. Digitally uncomfortable (7%)—people who have resources
but lack interest
Who is in this group? no specific demographic

4. Near converts (10%)—people who often use broadband
internet elsewhere but haven’t yet paid to have it at home
Who is in this group? younger folks, who often have inter-
net access at work

People who are especially offline, according to the FCC study,

include

¢ Seniors—only 65% have broadband at home

* Disabled people (self-reported)—are online two-thirds less
than non-disabled, also do less online even if they do have
broadband, fewer different activities, less activity online
overall

* Less educated people—there is an extra multiplier if they
are disabled or poor or Hispanic

At the very bottom of the list, you find Spanish-speaking

Hispanic communities where less than 20% of the population has
broadband at home. This is a huge gap from the national average
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of 65%. When we start asking who is offline, we should be looking
at these numbers.

The IRS (and Other Government Agencies)

Government agencies that serve the entire U.S. population
have an obligation to provide services in a way that all citizens
can access. This means that if they want to move to online tools
they have to figure out a way to either make people use services on-
line, or find alternatives for people who can’t or won't get online. I
was surprised to find that the Internal Revenue Service has been
studying the digital divide problem from their own perspective of
“How can we get people to see paying their taxes online as a solu-
tion to a problem?” This section has a little more narrative to it
because I have a bit of a personal librarian perspective with this
issue as well.

When the IRS sent my rural library a letter saying they were
discontinuing their delivery of paper tax forms to our library, it cre-
ated a problem for us. This was a few years ago, when the library
had a dial-up internet connection shared among four computers,
and downloading and printing tax forms was time-consuming
and costly to the patron. Making photocopies from the big IRS
binder was additionally costly to the patron or to the library
depending on who was paying for paper. The librarian was not
very good at finding tax forms on the IRS’s website, though she
tried. People without a computer at home were disproportionately
affected by the IRS’s decision to discontinue paper forms. If you
didn’t get a form mailed to you, what were your options? I was
peeved because I felt that the IRS wasn’t paying attention to users
who lacked technology skills.

The “What should the IRS be doing?” question is a great exer-
cise in untangling the tricky lines between social problems and
technology problems especially among people who are new to
technology. The IRS is, at some level, the American government.
When they save money and do a better job, it benefits the American
people (ignoring sociopolitical tax arguments). The IRS is also an
organization that almost every American needs to interact with in
the course of a given year, as opposed to social services that are pri-
marily directed towards people who are poor, sick, or in trouble.
So, decisions the IRS makes concerning how to implement technol-
ogy or design their web content affect every American and need to
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be tailored towards everyone. People who have difficulties with
their use and understanding of technology wind up at a societal
disadvantage when the IRS makes bad choices. That said, I was
very surprised at how much research went into the IRS’s decisions
about paper versus online filing options.

Until the late nineties, the IRS was processing most tax forms
using sixties-era mainframe computers. Currently, most paper tax
form processing happens automatically with only the problematic
forms being touched by humans. In 1990, the IRS decided to try to
get people to file their taxes online, at a time when less than 1% of
people in the United States had internet access. As of this year,
twenty years later, 66% of all tax forms are filed electronically. The
Cleveland Plain Dealer* wrote an article on the IRS’s shift to e-
filing, explaining both the pros and cons of the plan, and the sticky
issues of making online tax preparation a genuine option for Amer-
icans. The article states: “It costs nearly $3 to process a paper
return, but processing an electronic return costs only about
35 cents. The error rate on paper returns is 20 percent, which con-
sumers must compute and workers must enter into IRS computers,
compared with 1 percent for e-filed returns.” To put it another way:
the United States saves money when taxpayers file online, up to
several dollars per taxpayer.

And why do people still fill out paper returns? And how can
we get them to stop? The IRS did a study in 2008, the Advancing
E-file Study Phase 1 Report, in which they compiled all the informa-
tion they had been gathering. They call the report “a major effort to
collect, synthesize, and analyze all substantial data in one docu-
ment on the IRS e-file program ... to help the IRS validate and
launch future studies, research, and other activities to meet the
congressionally-set goal of an 80% e-file rate.” It's 248-pages-long
and gives a close look at technology adoption trends and what to
do about non-adopters. The IRS found that the trendline for
e-filing mirrored the trendline for online bill-pay and technology
adoption generally. This consisted of some early adopters, a lot of
people getting on board in the middle, and a group that one of
their cited sources refers to as “laggards,” people who will not
adopt a new method until other methods become unavailable.
The IRS places roughly 32% of taxpayers into this last category
for e-filing.

Non-adopters for a similar technology, bill-pay, were split into
named groups according to their responses to questions about
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whether they used online bill paying in a survey done by Forrester
Research.

Holdouts—71% agreed with the statement “No, and I do not
intend to pay bills online in the future.”

Fence-sitters—23% agreed with the statement “No, but I plan
to in the future.”

Quitters—6% agreed with the statement “No, but I used to.”

It’s the IRS’s job to figure out how to manage, nudge, and cajole
all the different sorts of people they call “laggards” into being e-file
adopters. They’re in a somewhat different position from banks
because as they state “The IRS by law is precluded from directing
or mandating e-filing behavior of taxpayers.” If your bank moves
to online banking and you refuse to use it, you can find another bank.
If the IRS does it (and they’re not going to), you're stuck. So, they
have to find ways to encourage people to e-file without having the
ability to legally mandate them to do so, at least under current laws.
The IRS split non-e-filers into three categories of their own:

* people with no access to a computer or ability to use a
computer

¢ people who don’t want to spend the money to file online

¢ people who don’t want to put their personal information
“in cyberspace”

The IRS is trying to manage the latter two categories through
incentive plans like free online tax filing and public awareness cam-
paigns about the security of e-filed returns stating that they’ve
“never had a security breach affecting e-filed returns.” They engage
in PR campaigns about online safety generally. However, people in
the first category who have lack of access or lack of skills training
fall solely into our ballpark.

Offline Populations

Here’s a little summary at this point. The stereotype of an off-
line user is someone who is elderly and isn’t “getting with the
times,” and who is resisting upgrading from dial-up to broadband,
but this is somewhat misleading. Older adults, especially wealthier,
educated, white adults, are online more than middle-aged adults
without a high school education. I bring a little bit of personal bias
to this since I'’ve been working with offline populations for a



Introduction xxxvii

decade and I can outline the people whom I see who don’t have, for
example, enough technology experience to fill out a job application
online. Here are some people I see:

* Anyone over the age of about 30, who didn’t go to high
school with computers and then didn’t go into the white-
collar work force where they needed to use a computer.
I know many people younger than me in similar situations,
in rural areas especially.

¢ People who lived with someone who was “the computer
person” who then died or moved on or out. The FCC survey
is notable in that it shows a 2% difference between percent-
age of households with broadband (67%) and percentage of
people with broadband (65%). They explain it this way:
“Some survey respondents are non-broadband users but
live with someone who, at home, is.” That person, who
may be a spouse, a child, or a roommate, is the one who
does the computer work. If that person is no longer there,
the person remaining may not opt to get a computer.

¢ People with mild or severe disabilities. I had a student at
my drop-in time for a while who had severe epilepsy and
very little long-term memory ability. Learning things on
the computer was very difficult for him because he needed
a list of steps to follow in most situations. Moving from
the library’s computers to the computer lab’s computers
threw him off. People who are managing mental illnesses
also may have extremely high levels of anxiety, risk-
aversion, or self-esteem issues that make them feel that they
are poor candidates for learning technology.

* People with strong emotional aversions to change or a stub-
born perspective that I can only call “not letting people tell
me what to do.” I see a large number of people who have
trouble with technology who seem to feel that they have
been betrayed by technological promises, in the media, or
by educators or relatives, that were made and not kept.
I do not lump this in with people with disabilities, but I do
feel that it’s a certain type of personality that I see co-
presenting frequently with the people who have no techno-
logical experience in 2010.

So, the situation is not as clear-cut as it might seem if we were
only looking at the numbers. Offline populations can be urban or
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rural, young or old. They tend to be less educated and less wealthy
than their online counterparts. They may have reasons for being
offline, or they may have simply never found a reason to affirma-
tively be online. In some cases, they may have the desire to be on-
line but lack either the technology itself, or someone to teach it to
them in a way that is relevant to them and their learning style. His-
torically, technology educators were more concerned that people
did not have physical access to computers and the internet.

Nowadays, we’re more concerned that this access exists and is
fairly quickly propagating through areas where it does not exist.
We’re now dealing with both the technology and the people that
provide the most formidable challenges: places and people that
are difficult to get online.

What Libraries Can Do

With the exception of schools and possibly post offices, libra-
ries are uniquely positioned to reach most of the U.S. population.
They have public space, computers, internet access, and they have
staff. People already go to libraries with their questions and infor-
mation needs. According to the Institute for Museum and Library
Services (IMLS) most recent Public Libraries Survey for fiscal year
2007, there were 9214 public libraries, serving 97% of the popula-
tion of the United States. From that same survey, “Internet termi-
nals available for public use in public libraries nationwide
numbered 208,000, or 3.6 per 5,000 people.” This is 12,000 more
internet terminals than IMLS reported in the same report a year
earlier. I like knowing just exactly how many publicly accessible
computers there are where the public can gain internet access. I like
to think, in fact a lot of us like to think, that the library is just one of
many places where people can use a free internet-connected com-
puter. We are finding that this is not the case.

In New York City, for example, the city did a survey of public
access internet facilities in 2008 as part of their Broadband Land-
scape and Recommendations report and identified 310 public
access points, i.e. places where someone could go to get free inter-
net access. Of these, 212 were library locations. Not only is this the
largest provider of internet access in one of the largest cities in the
United States, but ninety of these are run by one organization:
New York Public Library. So if NYPL makes a policy decision about
public internet access, it affects 30% of the public internet in
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New York City. When NYPL surveyed their public access comput-
ing users, 67% of the those without broadband at home reported
that they were using the services at the library “...because they
cannot access the internet anywhere else.”

In fact, according to the American Library Association, 71% of
libraries report that they are the only source of free access to com-
puters and the internet in their communities. In my region (Ver-
mont), this is definitely the case. In New York City, this number
drops to the 33% range according to this same broadband report.
That said, this is in a city where cable service is available to 98%
of all addresses and DSL is available to 87% of addresses. And yet
this same survey reports that no New York City borough reported
more than a 58% broadband adoption rate in a phone survey given
in 2006-2007. Most importantly, only one quarter of New York City
Housing Authority (NYCHA) households had broadband and this
drops to 5% of NYCHA residents over 65 years of age. This is pub-
lic housing that is run by the city, meaning that broadband could be
made available there if it was deemed to be a necessary service, the
same way I'm sure all people in NYCHA have electricity, even if
they possibly can’t pay for it. To be fair, while many NYCHA resi-
dents reported wanting to acquire skills in internet and office soft-
ware, few took advantage of NYCHA training programs. While
one of the recommendations of the NYC Broadband Landscape
report was to “encourage provision of broadband service in afford-
able housing” in order to make sure that New York City becomes a
“leading edge Digital City,” these steps have still not been taken at
this time.

People still go to the library to use computers. And they go
there because it’s often the only place they can go. Knowing what
is motivating people to go to the library and being realistic about
what they’re likely to find when they get there, can help us opti-
mize and tailor our offerings to have the most effective and
longest-lasting impact.

About This Book

As I've traveled and spoken to librarians in the United States
and around the world, I've found that my personal combination
of tech savviness and extensive experience with offline populations
is somewhat unusual. That is, there are many people in the library
profession who teach people to use computers. There are also many
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people in the library profession with extensive technology back-
grounds. However, I haven’t seen as much overlap in these groups
as I thought I would. Add the third category “people with enough
time to write all this stuff down” and you have a rare combination.

I wanted to centralize a place for analysis of the technology
and library statistics I carry around with me, the course materials,
and “how to do it” information I’ve collected, as well as the obser-
vations that come from nearly twenty years of technology instruc-
tion with primarily novice users.

I don’t intend to be fatalistic or doomsaying when I predict
that some form of the digital divide may always be with us. There
will always be a bottom 10% of users in whatever setting we look
at. Since we work in libraries, we have an obligation to provide ser-
vice to all of our patrons and provide them with tools that they can
use, or at least learn to use. For some librarians who may not be
tech-savvy themselves, this can be challenging. Even tech-savvy
librarians may find it difficult to get traction within their institu-
tions, or may understand the how but not the why of the technology.

It is my hope that this book spurs real conversations about
how we provide and improve technology instruction for all of our
staff and patrons. Thank you for joining me.
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I love the internet. I love that libraries are one of the few places in
the world that provide free internet access. But when we talk about
electronic resources and the wonders of the web and putting the
world at people’s fingertips, I think it's good to remember that for
a significant number of people, we’re giving them an hour of that
world at a time, quite probably on Internet Explorer 6.

—Laura Crossett, Adult Services Coordinator
at the Coralville Public Library

There are many stakeholders in the process of making people aware
of technology, getting them online, and enabling them to solve their
own problems using the computer as one of many available tools.
Each individual set of people has a different role to play in this pro-
cess and should be aware of the roles, motivations, and experiences
of the people in the other groups. It’s easy to be dismissive of people
whose actions and approaches seem to be antithetical to helping
people bridge the digital divide. However, it’s important to under-
stand the motivations of all the differing stakeholders so that we
can best learn how to work together.

Here is a collection of groups who all affect the systems we
have in place for assisting novice users in learning technology. Each
section ends with a tl;dr (too long, didn’t read) summary for people
who want to skip ahead to the actual techniques sections.
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Library Staff—You Are Here

While this book is written primarily as a how to guide for all
of the people who work in libraries, these people are also some-
times the target user demographic. In any location where there is
a large percentage of digitally divided folks, some of the people
negatively affected by the divide will be working at the library.

In rural areas this can be a bit of a coin flip; the librarian you get
may be tech savvy or a tech novice and that can determine the entire
tech vibe of the institution for years to come. In larger areas, you
often wind up with tech novices on the job in ratios somewhat pro-
portionally to the general population. This doesn’t seem to make
sense; libraries should be hiring people who are comfortable with
and excited about technology, right? Shouldn’t the average librarian
have more tech knowledge than the average local patron? Not neces-
sarily. In populations where there isn’t a lot of tech saturation, two
things happen. First, people with tech skills often move to places
where their skills are worth more money in the job marketplace,
and don’t stay around to have low-paying jobs in non-tech fields.
Second, even ascertaining who does and does not have tech skills is
a muddled process. People without tech skills frequently do not
know how to hire people who have tech skills or even ascertain if
people have those skills in the first place.

I'm of the opinion that librarianship is a profession that requires
people to have a higher-than-average amount of computer literacy.
That said, my opinions are not fact. There are many public library jobs
that seemingly don’t require advanced computer skills. This can go
two ways. First, in a larger library system, you may find a lot of job
specialization. This means that library staff hired into jobs that are
not directly computer-related, such as tech services positions, may
not get as much of a chance to work on their skills or use the skills they
do have on the job. Second, in rural libraries, there may not be a call
for technological know-how as much other tasks a librarian must
perform in the limited amount of time they have to work on the job.
If a public library has to choose between fundraising and computer
skills for their part-time library director, the choice is fairly obvious.

What We Ask For

Here are some excerpts from recent job descriptions from
the Vermont Library Association’s job list. I'm sure the follow-up



People in the Library 3

interviews fill in a lot of the blanks here, but these seem to be fairly
open-ended requirements.

* For a Vermont college circulation position: “[Must] be profi-
cient with common office computer applications.”

* For a tech services position at a Vermont college: “Profi-
ciency in basic office software and database software such
as Microsoft Access.”

* For a librarian position at a Vermont college: “Experience
teaching groups using a variety of instructional technolo-
gies.”

* For an “embedded librarian” position at a Vermont college:
“Ability to produce instructional and outreach materials,
both in print and digital formats.”

* For a children’s librarian position in a large public library:
“Demonstrated ability to use computers and library-
related software and applications.”

Now, I may be incorrect in my assumptions, but I suspect that
many of these jobs require quite a lot of computer interaction. And
that the job descriptions don’t seem to make technology experience
or ability a necessary part of the job description. Or perhaps this sort
of experience is just a foregone conclusion in most workplaces
nowadays.

What Do We Expect?

These assumptions bring me to a larger question of expec-
tations, another meta-topic. The expectations we have or should
have about a person’s technological skills for library work can be a
contentious issue. If a job, such as a delivery person, requires fre-
quent driving, that requirement is in the job description. However,
if a job requires occasional travel to remote sites, access to a car or
even having a driver’s license may not be a specific job requirement.
Lacking driving skills might make someone problematic for the job
even though they might get hired for it. It might even be discrimina-
tory to not hire someone who was unable to drive. On the other end
of the spectrum, we don’t require basic reading and writing skills
for most jobs because there’s an unstated expectation (sometimes
incorrect) that people applying for jobs in the United States will
have these skills. Figuring out what is a generally expected job
requirement versus what needs to be specifically outlined as a skill
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necessary for a particular job is something which many libraries still
seem to have difficulty with.

And yet, it’s difficult to explain a job requirement that is essen-
tially “Must not be on the other end of the digital divide.” In the
adult education program where I work in my town, we teach a lot
of starter classes such as “Getting Started with Excel” or “My First
Email Account.” (You’ll find more on these classes in Chapter
Three, the Techniques section of this book.) We see people coming
into these classes without even the basic skills necessary to take a
computer class, mostly tech vocabulary and mouse skills. More
importantly, while vocabulary and mouse techniques can be easily
taught, the larger problem is that people in these classes often
arrive with an attitude that the classes are going to be difficult, if
not impossible, and that they are going to be unable to learn the
topics that are taught. In fact, the attitude is more difficult to cir-
cumvent than the lack of actual hands-on skills. And yet, for classes
on basic technology topics to be effective, the attitude as well as the
“point here, click here” aspect needs to be addressed.

Although I see this with both staff and with patron popula-
tions, I bring this up in the staff section because visible attitudes
towards technology are important for creating an environment con-
ducive to learning or at least to understanding. I don’t want to seem
too pollyanna-ish about this, but having an institutional “You can
do it!” attitude is one of the best usability tools out there for public
technology. The institution should be not only encouraging this
with affirmative hiring practices and opportunities for on-the-job
training and continuing education, but it must also take this to all
parts of the organization, from the board to the vendors we work
with to the patrons we interact with daily. While technology isn’t
always going to be a ray of sunshine that beams into every day on
the job, it can at least be seen to be a tool that helps us do our
jobs more effectively, a tool that ultimately we have some measure
of control over.

A Word about Technostress

Technostress is a somewhat hand-wavey term that people
use to describe a particular reaction to technological change and
expectations. John Kupersmith, whose work I discuss more in
Chapter Five, has done research into technostress and has created
this definition:
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(computer-related stress), a common problem for refer-
ence librarians in the 1990s, a combination of performance
anxiety, information overload, role conflicts, and organiza-
tional factors.!

This is a clearly identified problem among library staff who are
balancing expectations of both patrons and management in their
work lives. Staffers often feel “stuck in the middle” of technology
policies set by management and services desired by patrons, with
the ability to change neither. They receive the frustration from both
sides and can’t often make the necessary changes in order to make
the system work more smoothly. Library staff feel that people have
expectations about their technological abilities that are unreasonable
or unrealistic which makes it difficult for them to do their jobs. This
causes them on-the-job stress, job dissatisfaction, and general anxi-
ety. It’s bad to have an employee who is stressed out. If you're a
patron, it’s bad to try to interact with a stressed-out librarian.

What takes this sort of thing out of the realm of normal
“computers are difficult” complaints and into technostress is the
combination of computers plus people. It is the combination of the
technology itself (which may be vexing for any number of obvious
and less-obvious reasons) with the other people applying pressure
either directly or indirectly to doing something with the computer that
seems difficult or impossible given the system constraints. In short,
it’s a mismatch of expectations and abilities with the added weight
of this being a necessary job skill tossed into the mix. I've written a
chapter on technostress for Rachel Singer Gordon’s book Information
Tomorrow where I've reviewed the available literature. Kupersmith
lists what he feels are contributory factors to a technostressful
environment. I have added two of my items to the end of this list:

Performance anxiety—Being concerned that you are being
judged by your ability to use technology, especially when
trying to demonstrate it to someone else. As Kupersmith
says “It is hard—and stressful—to suppress one’s anger at
clumsy design when teaching a user how to get around in
a frustrating system, yet we know that we must do this
and project a positive attitude for the user’s sake.”

Information overload—This involves not just learning about an
ever-expanding set of new resources and tools, but also
quickly achieving a level of competency enough so that
you can explain them to new, or experienced users.
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Role conflicts—Librarians feel that they are shifting from highly
skilled reference work to doing more general tech support
for everyone, which seems like a “deprofessionalization”
of their position as well as a demotion of sorts.

Organizational factors—The larger organization makes choices
about how many people are needed to address a certain task,
or how much technology is needed to assist a certain number
of patrons. When these numbers are off, or the perception is
that they are off, people feel overworked, or that they are
not being supplied with technology they feel that they need.

Burnout—When day-to-day stresses build up, staff and some-
times patrons can become exhausted. A technological hur-
dle can be the last straw.

Money—In today’s lean budgetary times, technology is still
expensive. Trying to determine how to budget for technol-
ogy in the present and future when there are already budget
shortages is a real challenge, and the proper balance of tech
to non-tech expenditures is often contested by patrons and
staff alike.

Middleman syndrome and powerlessness—Vendors and their
products make up a larger part of the library budget than
they did ten years ago. Many technology products come in
barely-customizable forms with uncertain pricing struc-
tures and pricey support agreements. More libraries are
members of consortia that make technology decisions in a
one-size-fits-all fashion. The librarians work with technol-
ogy not of their choosing and not customizable by them.

These are all formidable challenges to address in a work envi-
ronment, but they do provide a framework for topics to examine. It
might be worth noting that Kupersmith did his initial work in this
area in 1992, back when library technology was an entirely different
animal. I'm sometimes surprised at how timeless this list seems.

On Boosterism

Along these same lines, we must be careful to not make staff
or patrons feel that they’re playing a game of perpetual technology
catch-up that they will never win. There has been a trend in library
technology discourse lately, and I think in technology reporting
more generally, where new technology is presented as not just
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useful and possibly enjoyable, but as literally essential. Older
technologies are explained away as “dead technology” and newer
technologies are embraced before our usual methodical evalua-
tions. Of course, if some people weren’t using the technology we
would never get to the point of our careful evaluations. In the talks
I've given, I've discussed the difference between communities in
which the library’s job seems to be to follow the tech trends
rippling both through a community, and communities in which
the library is actually the tech leader in the community, the place
where patrons go to learn about new technology. The differing role
of the library in these situations leads to very different approaches
to technology, neither of which is better or worse than the other,
merely community appropriate.

As an example, when our libraries in Central Vermont started
offering downloadable audiobooks via OverDrive, many people in
town took that as an incentive to consider an MP3 player purchase,
a gadget they would not have gotten themselves without some sort
of good reason. And yet, in libraries serving more wired popula-
tions, patrons can search their catalogs via mobile devices and even
get shelf status of items via SMS.

In my communities, I know there is some level of anxiety
about being able to keep up with technology that seems to grow
and change at a rapidly expanding pace. And at the same time, if
their communities are happy, who cares that the library doesn’t
have a blog? Again, this is a situation where setting decent expec-
tations and having a good level of transparency about how the
library makes decisions is integral to helping an entire community
understand what the library’s position is regarding technology.

On Planning

Part of creating a library with staff who are prepared to
patiently and capably assist patrons involves having staff them-
selves feel comfortable and supported in their own personal tech-
nological explorations and experiences. Staff must not only feel
valued for the skills and abilities that they have, but also that they
will be supported with professional training and development
opportunities for the things that they do not yet know. Of course,
this is a two-way street. As much as many of the things that are part
of the library’s technology environment were not things that were
available to learn in library school—my program started before
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the graphical web existed, as an example, and I'm solidly in Gener-
ation X—the reality is that staff are expected to learn new things,
whether it’s the new Windows operating system or the new patron
address validation scheme. There are better and worse ways to get
this information across to staff.

At the same time, changes in a technology environment need
to be made with the understanding that many people, both staff
and patrons, need time to adjust to new technology environments.
Upgrading the public computing operating systems? Make sure
you give staff time to learn the basics of navigating and interacting
with the new environment. Changing the patron PC sign-up pro-
cess? Give staff useful documentation that explains not just how
to use the software, but how to troubleshoot it and who to contact
if something doesn’t go as planned. Too frequently we see “docu-
mentation” that is nothing more than marketing materials telling
you how easy and intuitive a piece of software is. This is worse
than no documentation if the software isn’t working as you would
expect it to work. Make sure staff have not just access to vendor
documents, but also clear troubleshooting steps—including when
to give up and call in the pros—so that they can approach problems
with confidence and some level of authority. Novice users assume,
rightly or wrongly, that library staff are the ones who know how the
computers work. If solving a technological problem is impossible,
or portrayed as impossible by library staff, patrons will assume it
must also be impossible for them.

At one library I worked at, we had a systems librarian who
was not very capable with computers. Often tech problems would
be referred to her, she would try some things, and if she couldn’t
fix the problem she’d refer it to the library’s IT consultant. She
would also tell the patrons, “Oh, this computer has issues, some-
times computers just don’t work.” which was, to my mind, exactly
the wrong message to be sending about technology. While it’s pos-
sible that problems with computers are complex, and sometimes
more complex than we may be able to untangle in the time we have
available, it is incredibly rare that they behave in a random fashion.
The occasional hardware failure may occasionally produce erratic
results, but for the most part if a computer is doing something
hinky, there is a reason. If you don’t know what it is, that’s fine. If
you can’t solve a problem, that’s fine. Telling patrons that the com-
puter is behaving in a random emotional fashion is doing a disserv-
ice to the patron’s understanding of technology.
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The best response to the computer mysteries in a work envi-
ronment is not to pretend that you have any idea what is happen-
ing (if you don’t), but that it’s possible for people to figure these
things out. There’s a huge difference between flatly saying “I don’t
know.” and saying “I don’t know, but I can find out.” Optimally
then, go to find out and report back to whomever needs a report.
The information storage and retrieval concept that I learned about
in graduate school has been surprisingly useful to me in a 2.0 world
where being transparent and providing feedback is considered an
essential part of managing expectations and providing good
service. Problem-solving doesn’t stop once the problem has been
resolved, the solution becomes part of a larger system where the
answers to the problem are rolled into the problem-solving system
for next time.

tL;dr

Staff should be deputized to increase their technological knowledge,
troubleshoot to the best of their abilities, and interact with patrons
and technology in an environment that is conducive to learning and
exploring for both them and the patrons. Whatever is getting in the
way of this needs to be addressed from a systemic standpoint and,
with any luck at all, rectified. My secret hope is that librarians will read
this book trying to assist their patrons and wind up learning a thing or
two themselves.

Library Patrons—What They Need, What They Receive

The patrons, the people who come into our library, are why we
do our jobs. The easiest thing to do is to cater instruction directly to
the individuals with whom we work with every day—sort of a tri-
age mentality, “Take the people who walk in the door, get them
what they need.” In a tiny library with few patrons, this may work.
However, we also have to look at who we’re not currently serving,
and how to reach them. This is the library’s outreach challenge.
Specifically with digital divide issues, people have come this far
without understanding technology and there’s likely a reason for
that. If the reason is one that we can address, maybe by making
our technology offerings more accessible, palatable, usable, etc.,
we should be moving in that direction.
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The technostress discussion from the previous section applies
here as well. Instead of being trapped between a work obligation
and a perceived lack of knowledge, patrons often feel pushed into
interacting with technology by someone or something else outside
of their comfort zone. Many of them are frustrated and anxious.
They may have not made much use of the library before. To many
of them, their emotions about technology become their set of feel-
ings about the library generally. We have some control over this,
so we should tread carefully. In our dream world, or in my dream
world, we could do a technological intake interview or something,
where we could assess what skills the patron had and did not have,
to try to figure out if they needed a class, a PC to use, or maybe a
referral to a workplace readiness office or something similar. Of
course, we rarely have the time that something like this requires.

You don’t have to play armchair psychologist for patrons
every time you lean over their computer monitor, but it can help
to put yourself in their shoes to determine the best way to frame
your approach to them and their technological challenges.

Assessment and Intake

The other thing to remember is that patrons often misreport
their own technological abilities either because they really don’t
understand what their abilities are, or because they don’t under-
stand the overall technology environment. In my experience, there
are as many people reporting that they are less skilled than they
actually appear to be as there are people over-reporting their own
abilities. Being able to make this assessment, of course, requires
its own level of tech skill. I usually ask patrons a quick set of ques-
tions as a way of s