
To:  Library Director 

From: Library Outreach Committee 

Subject: Online participatory platform for patrons (students & faculty) 

 

Objective: To create a lively participatory library platform where students can electronically 
collaborate on research projects, request research assistance and submit anonymous feedback 
concerning library services. 

Executive Summary:  The Library Outreach Committee proposes to create, maintain and curate 
a collective online space for our students. This online environment will allow students to 
collaborate on topics initiated by them or a librarian wishing for feedback on a particular service. 
The idea is to facilitate a two pronged communication pathway.  The first pathway is to be a 
moderated peer-to-peer and librarian collective where learning occurs asynchronously through 
the organic creation of web forums and Q&A forums. This collective space will allow current 
library users to engage with others that may have the same issue / question /problem that pertains 
to a research question, a class assignment or a library service.   

The second pathway is to establish a user-centered feedback platform for patrons so that the 
library can react to suggestions that are submitted in a timely manner.  

Introduction 

Over the past several years, the library has successfully developed a social media presence by 
utilizing Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube.  These resources have been very well 
received and we use these tools on a regular basis to push news, information and fun facts to our 
library community. We understand too, that we can use Facebook as a platform to solicit 
feedback from our patrons and to initiate dialog on a host of topics.  Many organizations build 
community by posing questions to their followers using Facebook and other tools and are quite 
successful in receiving relevant feedback from patrons.  David Lee King of the Topeka-Shawnee 
Public Library writes about the importance of creating a dialog with patrons (King, 2012). 
However, when a person replies to a Facebook post, their identity and their opinion is made 
public. While this practice is important to building community, it lacks the privacy or anonymity 
that some require to feel secure in giving their feedback. In order to become user-driven, the 
library should have an avenue where our patrons can provide feedback anonymously if they so 
wish.  In that way, we can continually monitor our services to make sure we are connecting 
positively and acting proactively with our patrons.  Currently the library conducts a satisfaction 
survey every three years but this practice is not keeping up with the changes our library is 
experiencing. Collection development, technology and user services require that we gather 
feedback on a regular basis.  



At the same time, the library should have a participatory platform where peer to peer 
collaboration can occur along with the opportunity for interactive communication with research 
librarians.  Douglas Thomas and John Seely Brown in their book A New Culture of Learning, 
calls this a “collective environment”.  “When learning in the collective, people are free to move 
in and out of different forums and their participation may vary based on topic interest, experience 
or need” (Thomas & Brown, 2011).  This tool can help to reach the digital natives who feel more 
comfortable asking their peers for help or for those who would rather communicate 
electronically.  A collective platform will allow students to connect with others that may have the 
answers including librarians, tutors, instructors and their peers.  

Technology: 

There are two tools that we would like to explore. It may be that we end up only using one 
depending on feedback and usage data. If one tool seems to be able to accomplish both the 
objectives cited above, and it is well received, then we will migrate to the one tool. At this time, 
we are still exploring the capabilities of each platform and want to be open to the possibilities. 
We suggest a two-month test period for each of the tools.  
 

1.   Library Newsletter Blog:  Using WordPress or another blogging tool, the Outreach 
Committee will create a newsletter blog to announce new tools and services and to solicit 
feedback.  Each week we will ask our student community what their opinion is on a 
certain library service and ask for their feedback. We will advertise these blog posts on 
our social media sites in the hope of getting widespread participation. Students will not 
have to login or register to post a response because we want the experience to be fluid 
with limited barriers to hinder the sharing of opinions. Of course, we will have to monitor 
the feedback posts and the committee will work on a process to make sure the blog is 
regularly checked and that blog posts are written at twice weekly. We believe this 
endeavor will allow us to become a more transparent organization. By accepting both 
criticism and accolades, we open ourselves up to meaningful dialog with our patrons and 
create opportunities for change within the library.  
 
We will choose a template that is responsive and ADA accessible per the college’s web 
policies.  We will test the blog with our student workers prior to going live to make sure 
it meets the standards of “digital natives”.  Additionally, we will employ best practices of 
e-newsletters to ensure a positive reader experience (U. of Washington). 
 
 

2.   Google Groups:  After investigating several applications including Cranium Café, 
question2answer, hoot.me, and Padlet, we have decided to create a Google Group using a 
“web forum” environment. This will be our “collective environment” where peer-to-peer 
interaction will occur with librarian moderation and input. By using the library’s Google 
Group, students must have a gmail account to login and they are only identified by their 
gmail account name. Many of our students already have gmail accounts, so the hope is 
the sign-on process won’t be a huge barrier to participation.  In the settings, we will make 
sure that participants receive an email when there is a response to their posts. This tool 



will also have to be monitored. It is open to the public for posting which necessitates 
moderation by members of the committee.  
 
Currently, no one on the Outreach Committee has experience with this platform but we 
are willing to experiment and test all the options. At first glance, it appears to be a plain 
vanilla interface that is not as intuitive as other tools, but it may be flexible enough to 
make it more engaging.  Users should understand that this platform isn’t necessarily 
aimed to entertain, but to be a destination for problem-solving and sharing knowledge. 
 

 In both tools, students may register to automatically receive new posts via email. Access to both 
tools will also be available on the library’s responsive home page.  
 
The act of posting a question or a comment and reading how others may have found solutions is 
another avenue for learning. In addition, each member of the collective encounters issues and 
questions they may not have considered or experienced heretofore. According to Thomas and 
Brown (2012), the learning happens through multiple interactions with different people and 
voices. In their words, it is called “harnessing the collective” where students not only learn from 
each other but also learn with one another. This is the type of environment we want to create for 
our students. 
 
To support our proposal to implement these technologies, the Outreach Committee has looked at 
both internal and external research.   

•   Internal research: One of the college’s own 2020 Educational & Facilities Master 
Plan’s goals is to provide “robust academic support services”. This includes services 
offered through the library. In addition, the Library’s 2016 Satisfaction Survey revealed 
students’ frustration on not being able to reach librarians after hours.  The majority of 
these students were taking classes online and while our databases are available 24/7, 
research assistance is not.  One way to address this issue would be through the Google 
Group.  
 

•   External research: The Horizon Report: 2016 Higher Education Edition looked at 
personalized learning as a challenge that is difficult to address.  They define personalized 
learning as “a range of educational programs, learning experiences, instructional 
approaches, and academic support strategies intended to address the specific learning 
needs, interests, aspirations, or cultural backgrounds of individual students” (Horizon 
report, 2016). Students participating in a collective environment are creating their own 
learning spaces. By giving students more autonomy, we are empowering them to take the 
initiative for their own learning.  

Successful implementation of these tools requires the Outreach Committee to education the 
entire library staff on the initiative by holding an in-house workshop on how to use these tools 
and what we expect to gain as an institution in the two-month trial period.  Every staff member 
should be familiar with the tools. In addition, we will market the tools in our library orientations, 
announce it through the college’s portal and through visits to individual department meetings.  



It is the intention of the Outreach Committee to give our students multiple ways to learn – 
students currently learn through reading, watching lectures and videos, interacting via webinars 
and on ground classes.  Making a blog and a Google Group available to them will give them one 
more avenue to express themselves and learn in the collective.  The Outreach Committee hopes 
that you agree with this endeavor and we look forward to your support. 
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