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Our rapidly evolving digital world inspires
much use of nautical terminology: navigation,
discovery, the voyage, the new terrain at the end
of the journey. Considering how quickly new
technologies are arriving on our smartphones,
the nautical adventure is continuing at an in-
creased pace. Innovations in basic library services
follow big successes in the marketplace, such as
blogs, microblogs, and social media domains.
Although they look much the same as they have
for the past 10 years or so, large-scale library util-
ities include new functionalities and links to
worlds of related services (print on demand, book
paging, book buying, full text, etc.). As we find
ourselves sailing through a digital ocean that is
awash in new tools, the best rule of navigation is
to serve our user communities as technology
evaluators—applying only the tools that are
most appropriate to a given situation. Such
critical evaluation helps us stay on course.

I was reminded of this guiding strategy
when I gave a presentation at the Long Is-
land Library Resources Council on Oct. 30,
2009. The theme of the conference was Brave
“New Media” World. In the midst of all of the
new information being presented there, I was
very impressed by many of the attendees’
commitment to preserving the rich, local his-
tory of the region. Public librarians were giv-
ing a lot of thought to the challenge of mak-
ing history come alive using Web 2.0 tools. 

I took this excitement about local history-
keeping as a confirmation that the library is the

right place to experiment with new content cre-
ation and to involve its community in this ex-
perimentation. Many attendees wanted to talk
to me about how to use digital tools in creative
(and low-cost) ways to create a digital library—
or even a full-blown social community—that
was built around local history. Here’s what I’ve
been thinking about on that point.

Community Creativity

All my conversations with public and aca-
demic librarians at Brave “New Media” World
led me to think more about the “social world”
of the public library and not just the social me-
dia that libraries might use. I didn’t have to go
all the way to Long Island to know one thing:
public libraries are being heavily used. My
own area’s public library, the Albany branch of
Alameda Public Library, is proof enough—the
information gateway computers are in use all
day long. Clearly, a lot is happening. 

In the academic world, collections follow
teaching and research. In contrast, the en-
terprising public librarian frequently doubles
as a local historian and expert on the region.
The public library is an ideal site for doing
collaborative history-keeping; developing ex-
pertise in history-keeping projects could open
new opportunities to engage the community.
Moreover, local historical societies often fo-
cus on collecting and chronicling history, but
they may not pay quite as much attention to
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access issues. Wherever this is the case,
the access gap opens space for librari-
ans to create collaborative projects to
capture history before it disappears. 

The best way to unlock the history
of a region is to invite its citizens into
the game. This shifts the focus to oral
history-keeping, collecting images and
narratives, and more. These activities
can migrate to digital domains and be
displayed in a variety of ways, ranging
from simple to sleek and sophisticated. 

Work with what you have. When
in doubt, start at the beginning. The
first step on the journey to a digital do-
main would be to conduct focus groups
with well-known patrons and friends
of the library and, perhaps, local au-
thors. If consensus emerges that web-
based history-keeping is a good idea,
then the library could use standard
means to start outreach. Nowadays,
that would include bulletin boards,
newsletters, email news, and, notably,
Twitter. Lots of librarians have follow-
ers; if a call for participation went out,
it could generate a definitive response,
uncover troves of history, and increase
interest levels. 

The key building blocks for digital
history-keeping in public libraries may
be in use already as part of other local
projects. The good news is that cloud
computing-based tools can be mashed
up again and again in imaginative ways.
Low-cost strategies beckon; a suite of
web and cloud tools can supply all of
what is needed to build online commu-
nity. Indeed, a Facebook community
based on local history could employ all
of these functions without the need for
any new technology purchases.

The flip side of the low-cost coin is
volunteer labor—which requires over-
sight. Librarians who launch compre-
hensive history-keeping projects must
depend not only on technology but,
once again, on the user community.
“Bright lights,” local authors, and his-
tory buffs could become a core group of
volunteer editors and content creators.
The public library in turn would dou-

ble as the teaching site for taking local
historians on a digital voyage.

Value your collaborators. Alot has
been written about how to manage li-
brary volunteers. Here is an idea to add
to what we know: When doing history
projects, it might be more helpful to
think of community members as volun-
teer historians, or even volunteer cultural
anthropologists. This adds prestige to the
labor. I’ve had direct contact with one
such endeavor that values its collabora-
tors in this manner: California’s Living
New Deal Project. The project invites
history buffs across the state to con-
tribute images, stories, and commentary
about President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s
New Deal programs and their legacy in
California (see http://livingnewdeal.ber
keley.edu). The key agent in the Living
New Deal Project is the editor who re-
views contributions and actually adds
the records. That work is done by a doc-
toral student working under supervision,
and it’s a nice arrangement. 

In a community setting, this niche is
available to public librarians who have
editorial skills. Taking the leap into the
role of editor is daring, but it may be
worth the effort. When we take on edito-
rial roles, we can leverage this new kind
of work to advance our teaching, out-
reach, and community-building initia-
tives. What is more, activism of this kind
can excite trustees and help make the
case for support during the budget cycle.

Using the Web,
the Cloud—or Both

The most important consideration
at the outset of a project is the usual
one: which tools to use and for what
purposes. In a public library, inspiring
and educating the community is cru-
cial to maintaining community sup-
port. It is extremely important to se-
lect technology that a given community
can get excited about actually using. In
such cases, the digital librarian not
only promotes local history but also
trains volunteers to use social media

tools. This is a terrific opportunity and
not one to be wasted. 

For those who have funds available
or who already have a web programmer
on staff, the options begin to multiply.
The Berkeley Electronic Press (www.be
press.com) has a very flexible repository
system that can be tailored to address
local history projects. Likewise, a prod-
uct such as Springshare’s LibGuides
(www.springshare.com) could be used to
showcase local history in text and im-
ages instead of tutorials. Open source
content management systems such as
Joomla and Drupal could also create vi-
brant sites that emphasize distinctive
local history.

For the less financially fortunate, a
low-cost launch is still possible. In to-
day’s world of mashups and cloud ap-
plications, it isn’t really necessary to
choose among social domains, content
management systems, and proprietary
software—you can use all of these tools
together to achieve your goal. Because
of this, it’s an exciting time for collec-
tion boosters. 

Charting a Course

Here are three points to measure
with your sextant as you navigate the
path to online content creation. They
may also be transferrable to other
types of community-building projects.

Plan for sustainability. It can be
very disappointing to launch a new tool
only to find out that maintaining it is
too onerous or that it produces only a
small benefit at best. Wikis applied to
the wrong project come to mind; not all
groups like using them. Content man-
agement systems such as Drupal im-
ply ongoing maintenance; who will do
this work? Decide first whether you
and your staff can sustain a feature or
product before you decide to use it.

Choose tools according to skill lev-
els. WordPress and Blogger make folks
look smart because they are easy to use
and pretty to look at. However, it’s very
important to gauge whether a volunteer
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community is actually willing to use a
blog before selecting that platform.

Balance the “mix” of features.
Text-based oral history and storytelling
are great, but nowadays, a file is a file.
A vibrant history site should include
audio clips, images, video, and personal
mementoes that could be donated or
scanned. These various file types could
live in the cloud; on YouTube, Flickr,
and other similar services; or on a local
server if you have the infrastructure.
Wherever your domains reside, be sure
to “mix” the media for maximum impact.

A Digital Boost for the Library 

As public librarians develop vibrant
add-on services, the library’s core ser-
vices can also get a lift. This is true be-
cause whenever digital public librari-
ans move collection-building beyond
the walls of the library, the value of li-
brary skills is more visible in the com-
munity and can generate new interest
and engagement.

Many of the ideas I have sketched out
here are in use all around the country
because individuals have taken the ini-
tiative and are creating new, interactive
domains that accentuate their commu-
nities. From what I saw on Long Island,
I would wager that digital history-keep-
ing could give public libraries a strate-
gic lift within the community. It’s the
sort of boost that we often need to gain
the support and respect of our users, as
well as our funders. For a public library,
these groups are one and the same.
Therefore, it’s even more important to
use the new Web 2.0 technologies in
ways that shine a bright light on the
community—and its rich history. ■
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and overseeing web services. His email
address is thuwe@library.berkeley.edu.
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