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ABSTRACT

Libraries have historically played a critical role in providing a wide variety of informational, civic, and educational
services to communities. In recent years with the mass adoption of the internet and other information

communi cation technologies (I CT’" s) they have become

computer and internet access as well as training, support, and technology-oriented education. In small towns the
library may in fact be one of the only places where reliable computing and technical information resources are to
be found, especially for disadvantaged persons living in the area. Establishing relevant, diverse, and encouraging
technology services in parallel to other traditional objectives |
collaboration with community organizations, the preservation of local history and culture, and, perhaps most
importantly, the dedication of experienced and networked individuals is absolutely key to the vitality and success
of modern small town and rural libraries.

This report is a case study of a modern small town library, the Rantoul Public Library located in Champaign County,
Illinois. Situated in a town with an eventful and tumultuous economic history Rantoul public has evolved its
services over the years to arrive at its current convergence of community and technology opportunities. This study
draws on research conducted on site in Rantoul during the winter of 2008 to address the historical and
contemporary development and interplay between community, library and technology. Namely both local and
library history sources were consulted, two key librarian informants were interviewed and a number of
investigative obse r vat i ons were compiled to establish a
affairs. It then goes further to discuss the particularities of Rantoul Public that have enabled it to engage and
address the needs of patrons: fostering appropriate education, giving specialized attention to specific audiences, a
hybrid community center library setting, and a diverse array of resources, technology and otherwise, and
resourcefulness and creativity of several key dedicated individuals. These strategies are analyzed from the
perspective of a developed Cyberpower and digital literacy theory framework in order to provide ideas and
guidance Rantoul Public as well as for other similarly situated institutions and community-library relationships.

KEYWORDS

Rantoul, Chanute, public library, community technology center, CTC, digital literacy, Cyberpower, digital divide

robust



INTRODUCTION

Libraries have historically played a critical role in providing a wide variety of informational, civic, and educational
services to communities. In recent years with the mass adoption of the internet and other information
communicati on t etleeyn mawe | becgrie @nsreasifigly Cekponsile for providing citizens with
computer and internet access as well as training, support, and technology-oriented education. In small towns the
library may in fact be one of the only places where reliable computing and technical information resources are to

be found, especially for disadvantaged persons living in the area. Establishing relevant, diverse, and encouraging
technology services in parallel to other traditional objectives like provision of c h'i | d r een, resdingsg®upsy i C
collaboration with community organizations, the preservation of local history and culture, and, perhaps most
importantly, the dedication of experienced and networked individuals is absolutely key to the vitality and success

of modern small town and rural libraries.

This paper is a report of a short case study conducted on the small town library, Rantoul Public, located in
Champaign County, lllinois, in the winter of 2008. It is contextualized in a short history of the town and library and
recommendations for program development and future research are made on behalf of findings from site
observations and interviews with staff.

STUDY DESIGN

Like most case studies, this one started with an idea that led to inquiry and successive investigations. The author
was first familiarized with the site through another project and it struck him as being a bit of an outlier. The
curiosity eventually pulled him back to ask several questions.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Three main questions eventually surfaced that guided the investigation:

How has the community of Rantoul changed over time, with respect to the library, technology, and largealsoci
forces?

To really understand the current state of todtseoftienst i t ut
town. No given community exists outside of larger global forces, however, so the library needed to be
contextualized within the greater flow of events in order to truly understand its place.

What strategies has the library adopted to addreise needs of the community?

Many strategies might be obvious, such as the availability of books and friendliness of librarians. But as it would
turn out, there were many other services and guiding
outsider.

How is this related to Community Informatics? How can we think about this in terms of concepts learned from
thisclass?? K G OFy 6S tSFNY FNRBY wlyid2dzZ G2 FAR 204KSNJ/ ¢/ Q&

Rantoul fits the notion of a community technology center in a few regards, but at the onset it may not be
compl etely c¢clear the greater role they play in terms
operations and occurrences from two theoretical lenses, G/berpowerand capacity to enable and inspire digital



literacy building skills, we may be able to take away some valuable lessons in regards to what Rantoul has done
well, what it could do better, and how other institutions might learn from their endeavors.

METHODS

The data for this study was obtained primarily through three methods: site observations, secondary historical
source analysis, and interviews with library staff.

Site observations were originally conducted for a preliminary case study and intended to be an exploration of the
Rantoul library as a site of public computing. They included a variety of measures ranging from the number and
type of computers available, printing resources, hours of availability, space for computer users as well as floor
plans, and number and type of computer users. The data were collected in a spreadsheet and accompanied by
more in-depth descriptions of the environment, patronage and computer resources. The observations also
included a limited exploratory interview with available computer support staff, in this case the local technical
librarian. This information was then situated within the context of larger demographics, in the form of census
information about the town, and also compared to other local public computing sites.

Perhaps more importantly, the initial site observations additionally served as a chance for the researcher to get to
know the librarians and library atmosphere. While the study was limited in its depth of information the short
interview revealed crucial questions about the site worth exploring.

Secondary analysis consisted of the examination of several history books. Two of them were written by a local

aut hor , Katy Podagrosi, who served as mayor ndthe i ng
books were read and notes taken, with notable emphasis placed on recent events and factors impacting the town

at large as well as the library. The author also browsed over pictures and short news clippings related events and
peopl e fr chimoryRantoul ' s

Finally, the bulk of the information for the study came from two moderately comprehensive interviews with local
librarians. They were each issued a set of questions to think about before the interview and the author then met

up with them a couple days later to hear what they had to say. The interviews were largely informal, unrecorded

and mostly about their perspectives on the town and library. At times they also felt like conversations, as the
librarians asked the researcher about his perspectives on youth and digital literacy as well as issues of sociology.
Towards the end of each they eventually worked their way into idea building sessions when the topic came to
library programs, prior and planned.

FINDINGS

The findings for this report are threefold: the history of the town and local library, perspectives accessed in
interviews, and the state of Rantoul and the PL today.

THE HISTORY OF RANTOUL

Historical reference below was abridged and adapted from Podagrosi (2000).

Rantoul ' s raot $ owenae y s ismiall | t owns i n fshwan witlihunble s t

beginnings. The area was cheaply available land settled largely by some of the same founders as Urbana, life was
spent in log cabins, farming and hunting game. Rantoul was given life by the central railroad put in during 1854
and the town was formally platted in 1856 by John Guy Penfield and named for the honorable congressman Robert
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Rantoul Jr., who also happened to be a major stock holder in the central lllinois railroad. The town grew
consistently over the course of the next few decades, only to be hampered by raging fires that destroyed
considerable developments. Most of the development was around early industrialization and the railroad. The
population had grown from 827 in 1875 to a solid 1300 in 1917 when Chanute Field, which eventually grew into
Chanute Air Force Base, was first established in response to WWI. The population of Rantoul skyrocketed from
around 8,500 to 23,000 in 1954 when the base was formally declared within the city limits, well over double what
it is today. The lifeblood of the town centered on developments related to the base, which included wars, its
expansion into a comprehensive education facility and later, its tragic closure. Businesses thrived in response to
base personnel needs and culture was reminiscent of the old American Midwest, and the town even benefited
from an Opera House, Community concerts and bands, theater productions, large-scale events like the Harvest
Home Exhibition and air shows. They had a strong tradition of civic groups, including military organizations, a
Rotary club, Women's Club, Graden Cl ub, and mor
field.

The shutdown of Chanute field came amidst a great deal of politics and maneuvering despite the best efforts of
the citizens of the town to prevent it. Katy Podagrosi, the mayor at the time, went to great efforts to go to
Washington and Springfield to track down the governmental bodies responsible only to be fended off with red
tape and unfulfilled promises. They even went so far as to bring in researchers from the neighboring University of
Illinois to run a study predicting the plausible losses, which sadly not only came true, but were catastrophic.
Rebuilding efforts were further hampered by governmental holds ups on previous base properties and ties to the
town related to utilities and caretaking responsibilities. In a sense the government and military more or less
abandoned the base and left Rantoul to deal with it, without helping them to establish any substantive or
sustainable infrastructure to make up for the loss. Podagrosi went to visit other towns facing base closures at one
point to learn from them and at later points to help them prepare for the upcoming fight. In the bases wake,
however, was the establishment of the Chanute Air Museum and local Historical Society (located within the
museum) which have become a source of pride and organization for the town in the years following.

Some of these changes came in response to greater social forces. Certainly the closure of the military base was in
response to gener al strategic transformations o
the closed base materials and functions in the Midwest have gone to Wright-Patterson in Dayton, OH). But the
reduction also came in parallel to the rise of the information-based economy when many towns dependent on
industry (t he railroad being one of Rsawete suffering setbaokn |Wthouw
the benefit of a military base, sustaining large corporations or knowledge-economy providing university (like
Champaign-Urbana nearby) the relatively small town faced the disconnect many rural areas did and do in relation
to keeping up with information society. Manuel Castells first proposed in 1989 that power thresholds based on
geographic locations and synchronous time (the space of places, connected for instance by railroads and airports)
were becoming less prevalent and that the space of flows, connections and power linkages between distant
locations (or perhaps more accurately people and groups) through technology in continuous real-time were the
new instantiations of power. This would seem to be evident with Rantoul as unfortunately they are not a
significant stop on the information super highway.

THE HISTORY OF THE RANTOUL PUBLIC LIBRARY

The following history was adapted from Podagrosi (1975, 2000) and from an interview with Bea Farris, a local
library staff member, in December of 2008.
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The first known record of a library-like entity in Rantoul is actually that of the Rantoul Literary Society of 1876,
establish in large part by the efforts of a man by the name of A.H. Bailey. At the time members were able to buy in
to the society in order to borrow books and those who contributed 1S or more could play a role in policy decisions.
The group prospered for a time, amassing over 2000 bound volumes and literature and even collected museum
cabinets for displays in geology, archeology and zoology. These items were kept above the old town hall on
Tanner St. in town and were available for members to borrow for a cost of 10 cents for a week of use. These fees
went into a pool of money that was intended to go towards the hire of a formal librarian, but this never happened
and the collection was run mostly by volunteers until it was discontinued and moved to the local Methodist
church. Itis unclear if the collection was lost in the 1918 fire that burned the entire church and patronage down to
the ground, but given that the next official record of library included books donated by the Methodist church upon
opening one could stand to reason that the original collection was not entirely lost in the fire or was otherwise
disseminated amongst the population. In the interim was a project started by a committee of women who sewed
together a sort of book club that members could buy into by purchasing a book for 1.25S$ and keeping one book
after each reading period. They were able to get together 75 some books and stored them in the back of F.M.
Avey’' s confectionary store at the post office. This e
to establish a formal library.

Inthelate 198 @' Ranht ou Club Waahliehed'ins1926) revitalized the hope for a library. The group

worked towards establishing a tax-supported library but lost by just a few votes and instead turned to the village

board for assistance. The library was once again established on the upper floor of the old town hall, nearly 60

years | ater, and received book donations from several
school, the Methodist church and several individuals. For a time volunt eer s from t he Women's C
librarians and the enterprise opened on October 15th, 1934 to the general public. The following spring in April of

1935 another election held and the measure for a tax-supported library was approved. The first regular librarian

was Beth Ann Snowden who worked for 6 years until Mrs.
John (Elise) Gordon took the job. Gordon, a feminist and
leader for her time, was an active local leader who filled
many roles and eventually helped to establish the local
historical society. She stood as head librarian for 40 years,
from 1940-1980, and retired at the venerable age of 87
years. Under her guidance the library progressed from 700
some books in 1935 to the over 25,000 books available in
1974 (they now reportedly have over 50,000 volumes).

The library stayed above the town hall until 1951 when it

was moved to the intersection of Rts. 136 and 45. The
dedication of the library and lllinois Central Railroad

centennial ceremony were held simultaneously and the RANTOUL PUBLIC LIBRA195
REFERENCED FF

Railroad dedicated a granite marker and bronze plague HTTP-/WWW RANTOULR IL US/NEWBUIL DINGTMI

placed at the library entrance. The library land was actually
owned by the railroad, and real-estate ownership later
proved to be an issue in expansion efforts. Two additions were made to the building in the following years and it
joined the Lincoln Trail system in 1970 four years after it had been established. As noted in interviews, the library
space in this location was far from sufficient, however, especially as new technologies were added and materials
and staff needs increased. Computers, for instance, were added some time around the 1990 ' s but coul dn’
afforded the space they are now in the new location. The old location proved to be convenient for those who


http://www.rantoul.lib.il.us/newbuilding.html

enjoyed walking to the library in town but the overall drawbacks of the building, in terms of space, infrastructure,
accessibility and service provision, caused it to be moved once again in 2002, under the guidance of Don Thorson,
to a renovated bowling alley on the south side of town. As of 2008 the library currently stands at 106 West
Flessner St.

Chanute also had a library, which was kept separate and out of town. At the time of study no substantive
information was available about this library, however. Evidence indicates that the base had a historian, so records
may be available in the Historical Society.

PERSPECTIVES — BEA FARRIS

Bea Farris, an older library assistant and local resident of nearly 34 years at the time of writing, offered

considerable insights into the development of the town and library. She had moved into town as part of an Air

Force family back in 1975 and described it as a clean and safe town, where a child could walk a few blocks over to

visit neighbors and have not a fear in the world. She expressed the atmosphere of the “military base days” as one

of social responsibility where people would take care of their own. Bea specifically mentioned Norma Brown, a
military base commander who she felt was a good repre:
days. The commander was very humble and engaged in the happenings of the local community; she woul dn’ t
normally wear rank and would talk to just about anyone.

Mrs. Farris found a job at the Rantoul Public Library in 1993, shortly after the base closure and has filled mostly
background tasks since then working with cataloging, organization, secretarial work, matters of circulation,
sendingoutthanky ou’ s t o parties invol ved i nShérbnembersthedimaryy and Kk
always had computers in her time working there but internet was added later. As the years progressed Bea

recalled a declining interest in books and encyclopedias and rising dependence on the internet as a library service.

Programs evolved as well, especially in concurrence with the move to the new building. She remembered story

time in the chil dr e nélysimueenlavrtwithdaod andlihe ieadigg ofdbooks, @and aotv i
explains that it’'s considerably more engaging, with st
active events, such as Easter Egg hunts. She felt programs were generally more engaging and creation-oriented.

The only individual she felt was key in the Ilibrary’s
major factor in transitioning the library to a new location in 2002. She said Don pulled many late nights assisting
with the move.

Unfortunately Bea saw a lot of negative change in the town in recent years. She mentioned that in the old days if a

kid acted up they could simply call their parents, who would be sure to discipline the child. If this failed they only

needed to place a call to the parent’'s commander, who
After the base closure they often would have a difficult time getting to the parents. She explained that these days

t hey' d threatenehildren with the prospect of calling the police, which would get them to quiet down

quickly, as the police might uncover something illegal happening in their home or cause more domestic problems if

they were the ride home at the end of the nightt Bea suggested that the base cl
demographic to change, from mostly upstanding middle class families to worse off folks with bad jobs today.

Bea noted community participation also changed in response to the base closure. In the earlier years she saw
more parents bringing their kids with them to the library, whereas now often the children come in alone. In all she
feels like the library has been a great resource for the community. People know about them and what they have
to offer and they still serve an important purpose in providing services to disadvantaged populations.



PERSPECTIVES — VIOLET LAPINE

Violet, the technical librarian, offered a decidedly different perspective from Bea. She had only lived in town since
the mid-nineti e s and as s uc hknewowbak tHings were lifiecbefdrelthe tlogure tof@hanute. Her
feeling was that Rantoul was considerably more diverse than similar small towns, as a result of the presence of the
military base. Like Bea, she noted a definitive decline—buildings have been empty and businesses have moved in
and out due to a lack of support.

Violet currently fills many roles, including helping to run and coordinate programs, holiday events, and maintain

the website. She also solves most of the computer issues the library encounters and runs individualized tutoring

sessions with patrons. Her husband, who works for the National Center for Super-Computing Applications (NCSA),

has acted as a consultant to the library for several yearsonherb e hal f . Together they’ve b
computers from terminals attached to a server to individual machines, introduce a great deal of open source

software, and keep a rather robust technology offering for a relatively low cost.

Violet felt the library has a strong history of community engagement through innovative means. At some point she
had discovered that they actually used to have a TV show where library staff would do skits and talk about books.
Their present day programming efforts reflect a lot of this too, many of their most successful endeavors are ones
t hat woul dn’ t alibeary,cuchtagethe Pdkéananrcldb. ®na of their most successful recent efforts
has been the local authors festival, which calls in writers from the neighboring towns to present their work,
exchange ideas and encourage young readers.

Like Bea, Violet worked under Don Thorson during the move and mentioned him as a superb individual who put a
great deal of effort into his job, reached out to the community and kept the staff well informed. Other prominent
names on her list included Katy Podagrosi, the city mayor and local author, who had pushed for adding broadband
internet connections for the town and library, and Gary Adams, an administrator who she said was a very effective
leader. Mr. Eldridge, the president of the board of Friends of the Library was also cited as an important figure, as
he helped to push for the new building.

Violet felt that the transition to the new building was a major turning point. The additional space afforded them
many more opportunities for programs, inviting in community members for events, and facilitating new
technologies and greater collections. In regards to the computers she said that three people have come in to their
doors and written entire published books on their machines, an impressive testament to their importance in the
new setting. They also have the room to expand their collection, which has been updating to include more Spanish
(Latino) literature as wellasmul t i medi a | i ke DVD’' s. Violet’s job has b
town. She finds herself constantly involved in technology-related decisions and has gotten to know a huge
majority of the patronage through helping them get online. While the town may have declined economically over
the recent years Violet’s job has increased in breadth

THE CURRENT STATE OF AFFAIRS

Today Rantoul seems to be a shadow of the bustling military town it was in the past. Driving around the downtown
reveals a number of closed up buildings and open lots but the place is certainly not without signs of life. One gets
an impression of a city on the brink of decline or revival, the future remains to be seen. The US census reports
their population in decline, from 17,212 in 1990 with Chanute in operation to approximately 12,857 in 2000 to
12,402 in 2007, but the shrinkage may not be drastic in the coming years. The area has several notable attractions,
including the Chanute Air Museum and Historical Soc i et vy , Hardy' s Reindeer Ranch, t h
event center, World Free Fall Convention and other air shows, Parks, the Hap Parker Family Aquatic Center and



camping. They also have a fairly amgsurcesans bppoetunitice bsi t e

for community engagement and civic renewal.

The library has also taken on new aspects recently, especially with the move to the new building. The facility is
now a hybrid library-community center, offering a moderately large event room, small cafeteria-like area and
vending machines, and an intimate conference room equipped with a TV in the back. There are kids areas varying
by age, including an entirely separate play room for small children, playground equipment, a kids book section and
a computer lab full of iMacs designed for kids multimedia and internet use. The library has some museum aspects,
too, there are a series of old document replicas up on display in the community events room and a few display

cases and pictures showing and celebrating tthieingt own

and research. They have placed a definitive focus on education, offering a number of weekly programs for kids
and adults, varying from events like reading groups to movie showings to puppet-show story time to an American
girl club. Teachers in the locals schools are able to bring classes in for specific programs or request that the
librarians seek out books and sources on a given topic. Violet consistently gives customized one on one tutor
sessions with the elderly and digitally disadvantaged populations. They also have a small collection of photos and
s history and work with the | ocal

documents related to the tow n

Perhaps two aspects of Rantoul Public Library stand out the most, however: their use of technology and the
strength of their people.

They've been able to buil d atmesoexclusivalysidnated computers, whighmagu t e r

al | custom built and configured machines set wup

yet the end user has about the same experience in that they all maintain similar OSandsoftwar e f eat ur es.

been remarkably well-kept from a security perspective (user rights are limited to just the essentials but without
preventing basic tasks like the user of flash drives) and minimalist so as to avoid confusion (lessening the usual
windkows menus filled with far too many options).

and currently deploy a relatively recent version of Open Office and some other freeware image reading programs.
They’'re | inke daillibnary Sysstemtani & suthihavecaazdssno EAsdo and some other professional
research databases and supplement their education opportunities for young patrons by subscribing to a
Homework Help distance learning service. In the back sits a study carol with a lone gaming computer, betrayed in
function primarily by a sign and a more obvious joy stick. The machine was donated years ago to host flight
simulator software for kids to play around with, though at the time of the last visit they were considering
upgrading the machine to help give it more potential use. All of the computers had headphones and were ready to
support use of internet-based multimedia and Violet spoke about considering the purchase of a scanner, as well.
They also house a projector and sound equipment that is consistently used by visiting community organizations.
And finally, one of their most recent upgrades was the addition of wireless, which is kept on only during the day,
and available for free public use to patrons and community groups using the presentation room. The range was
impressive and Violet noted that it was already a valuable asset for job and recruitment sessions that take place in
the big room on occasion. Nearly all of these technology decisions and offerings, however, were motivated on
account of community needs, for access to information, be it skills training, production of media, or entertainment.

Very little in the way of programming and technology resources, however, would have been possible without the
help of driven individuals. As mentioned, Violet and her husband have brought a unique skill set to make effective
use of free technology resources. Others like Don Thorson in years past, Holly Thompson, the current director, and
Annette, the youth services librarian, have made extraordinary efforts to assemble quality programs and guide the
library in the right direction. Others like Bea Farris and Karen Ballard have worked behind the scenes to maintain
the cataloging and systems structure so that the others could take the forefront with programming and matters of
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development. Inal,t he | i brary staff consists of |l ess than a doze
and offer opportunities comparable to much larger and better funded libraries.

PICTURES OF THE LIBRARY

Pictures for reference and to give a more robust impression of the atmosphere.




ANALYSIS

These findings, when framed in relation to the big picture, reveal some interesting insights.

THE INFORMATION AGE AND DIGITAL DIVIDE

In recent history we have seen the progression from a primarily industrial-based American society to a global, fluid,

and fast-paced information era that now encompasses virtually every aspect of our lives. Production and
consumption, exchange and ownership of information, and even our perceptions of identity and community have

all been altered and reconsidered with the coming of the information age. Some in fact contend that we as a

society are in the midst of a revolutionary experience—a fundamental transformation of the 6 6 I a8 A O Yy I i dzNB
az20ASGe FyR (KS OB&kalimat 20042 p/ 3). The Aawvdilabllith ahdBspedializatibnfoffirformation

has skyrocketed as the internet has become an increasingly ubiquitous aspect of the first world. Just as people of

the past came to depend and thrive upon the printing press, life in the developed world is now driven by and

dependent on information technology. For most people in the U.S. computers have become directly associated

with the internet, and many other devices stofolowas cel |
suit. The new forms of media embedded in and enabled by the internet open up a new world of innovations,

expressions, relationships, and communities. Perhaps more than ever before, the complexity evident in the global

social mesh calls for new and trans-disciplinary models of analysis.

Critical theory rather curtly brings theorists and researchers to a halt, however, when considering the economic

state of affairs wrought by the coming of the information age. In a world so interconnected and tumultuously

diverse not everyone shares the same experience with information technologies. The “ Di gi t al Divide, "
term that arose inthe mid-9 0’ s has become a commonly adopted concept
surfaced in light of the information revolution. Though the term often refers to the level of access to technology it

also fundamentally relates to issuesof ¢ 2 N] F2 NDOS RS@GSt 2LIYSy i | NOKAGSOGdzNI £ |
St FIFNBZ | YR (Alkak@at 20043 pz®D)! (sshe? of inequality and disadvantage are quintessentially

intersectional in nature, but increasingly information technology is becoming a pervasive factor of

influence. Researchers have examined the internet for its substantive influences on community and social capital,

political participation, organizations and economic institutions, cultural diversity and participation, and more

(DiMaggio et al. 2001). Indeed, with the coming of Web 2.0 most scholars now agree that the internet has reached

a point of ubiquity and merits increasingly thorough and specialized studies (Lievrouw 2004, Haythornthwaite and

Nielson 2007). If disadvantaged (or disenfranchised) populations are ever to reach full (or even partial) equality

they must remedy the digital divide, or as will be explained, fully address digital inequality.

DIGITAL INEQUALITY

The digital divide refers inequality of access to information technology and the internet—a dichotomous gulf
bet ween the technol-a0itsal fridbHadiets 2901)a Thid simplddaalite however,

insufficiently captures the complicated socio-t e c hni ¢ al me s h st beqausea pelsen haaatcdss | CT' s .
to the web doesn’ t me an they are still ry &hrin&iont o part
society. Di Maggi o and Hargittai first probl ematized this i

I n e gq u dHeyicliose to dbperationalize this notion through five dimensions:

1 Equipmenj defined as the adequacy of hardware, software, and internet connection. Since computer
standards change so quickly it remains a high priority to be able to deploy and interface with the latest
technologies.



T Autonomy, defined as the amount of control a person has over their use of a given ICT. Access within the
home might be the optimal level of autonomy, whereas access in workplaces or public spaces might be
mediated by a myriad of factors, informal or systemic, social or technical.

1 Skill, defined as bl end of adstotednologg. Thisaighy includg relevanti c at i on
competencies such as ritualized knowl edge (“recip
knowledge (knowing something about the workings behind the scenes of interfaces), integrative
knowledge about how the web operates on the whole, and technical/critical knowledge of the various
elements of interaction (hardware, software, and effective troubleshooting).

1 Social supportdefined as the availability of technical assistance when a given user reaches the limits of
their own knowledge or skill.

1 Purpose defined as the variance in the use of technologies and the web; all utilizations may not be
considered equally important or valid.

This model of technological inequality is a significant step forward from the simple binary first proposed in the
1990 s, h stilMaekingeirr its doveragé asd under continual revision from a wide range of sources. Other
authors, such as Porter and Donthu (2006), have noted the role perspectives, such as perceived access and
usefulness of technology, play in shaping inequalities of use. Adam Banks (2006) further illuminated that skills and
social support are sufficient only if they provide the experience to enable populations to critique and actively
change and create technologies.

THE ROLE OF DIGITAL LITERACY AND COMMUNITY INFORMATICS

Jenkins et al. (2006) refine the question of digital inequity in terms of a participation gap in what they believe to be
Rtiipatory Culture. ” They i dent
participatory culture as culture that takes many forms and intersects with many communities, virtual and physical

an emerging and critical facet to the contemporary web, known as

but connected through the web. They see it as affiliations, such as memberships in networks like Facebook or
gaming groups, expressions especially those taking on new creative forms such as the remixing of media,
collaborative problemsolving which may be directed through efforts like Wikipedia or centered on informal
challenges like beating games, and circulations or the shaping of the flow of media (giving feedback) in blogs,
YouTube and more. The benefits of participatory culture include peer-to-peer learning, development of
perspectives on intellectual property, diversification of cultural expression, and fostering skills that may be helpful
in the workplace. By looking at opportunities to & LI NIIA OA LI S FyR RS@St2L) 0KS Odz i
scope to a set of digital literacies that can be more easily measured on a small scale. This is not to say that larger
factors and social forces such as class and power disparities do not matter, it is merely to suggest a model through
which education efforts can be examined and evaluated. Addressing these issues on a small scale can in turn help
to deal with the greater challenges we as a nation face in terms of the digital divide.

Consequently, libraries remain a social service institution that is of particular value in affording (providing) the
means to overcome digital inequalities to disadvantaged populations. As a result of government and state
initiatives as well as groups like the Gates Foundation nearly all libraries in Illinois are now equipped with internet-
connected computers. As a site of public computing and potential place for community organization many

libraries have evolved in to what might be referredto as “ Communi ty Technol ogy Center
Williams (2002) proposei2tNBHdty ACTCALYimdy oba@aia FeiNm&kSyz2O0l
0KS Ay T2 N)YI(Alkalighat 2064,20(73).SThey absé suggest that social capital may play a role in shaping

the devel opment of CTC's as well as their resultant ou

oraUKS STFSOU 27F 2 yakalingat2008, @ 19A80) i al pdtenflal/medsiRablSohidéfit (in terms of



usef ul skills and connections gained) fr oribrdtids@hds for i
CTC’ s t heearsteohgcexamaple af community informatics, or the process (and often study) of meeting

community needs (in the information era) with access and organization of information technology materials and

related skills.

RANTOUL PuBLIC LIBRARY — CYBERPOWER AND DIGITAL LITERACY

Rantoul Public Library has several key aspects that suggest the institution functions as an agent for positive social

change.

Social CapitatAs evi dent in the interviews the Ilibrary’s past
Gordon and more recently Don Thorson, who have supplied strong ties to individuals, groups (such as the

Women’' s Club) and the community at | arge that have pro

library. Their connections to local authors, base officials, the local historical society and teachers in the area

schools provide much of the framework behind their chosen services. Bea and Violet both consistently mentioned

the strong role family has played in strengthening the institution, be it in the form of parents attending programs

with their chil dren or Vieodomutantand helpiaghtcarevainp ewraputkrd. Mhg as a Vv
efforts and connections on the part of driven individuals have been a sustaining force in keeping the library open

and able to become a CTC.

Material Resources- Lentz (2000), as referenced in Alkalimat and Williams (Alkalimat 2004) observed that layout
and staff behavior can impact and encourage or discourse users. The move to a new facility (combined with the
strong ties and efforts of individuals) has enabled Rantoul to arrange their space to adequately meet the needs of
many populations. They have room for community groups, places for kids, and the ability to organize computers
and media into areas for specialized activity. Opportunities for multimedia can be found on the computers, in the
collection and group events (with say, use of the projector). The library maintains connections to the community
through preserving memories of the Air Force Base and simultaneous gives it a chance to move on with new
technologies like wireless and open source software.

Strategies— Rantoul matches the strategies proposed in Bishop et al. (2000, also referenced in Alkalimat 2004) for

technology literacy projects in low-income communities. They take a community-wide approach by looking to

engage many audiences (age, ethnicity/ability, interest), rely on the strong ties in existing networks and native
talent, and pursue a “discovery” educational approach
sessions (adults) or formulate program content (the kids clubs).

Most of the technology service provision at Rantoul public results in Cyberpower, though it is unclear how much
goes beyond individuals. The extent to which patrons find opportunities to develop personal power through
technology (individual Cyberpower) can be measured, to some extent, by looking at the opportunities that
facilitate the advancement of skills required and helpful for partaking in participatory culture. Jenkins et al. (2006)
identify nearly a dozen, some of which are evidenced in the findings of this study. They are:

Play—-4 1 KS O LI OAGe G2 SELISNAYSYy( ¢4 @R DhSa@Eaeetdidbgdzy RA Yy 34
to do this through semi-structured efforts like story-telling programs as well as open-learning ones like the kids
computer lab.

Performance-d 1 KS T oAf Ade G2 R2LIG FtGSNYI GADBS ARSyhichisi A Sa F2N
evident to some degree in kids programs and game simulations.



Simulation—-a G KS | 6 Af Al & {rct dynaiiS NddiNslired 2yNE RO 2L yNaRserh ia thelight £

simulation computer.

Distributed Cognition-¢ i KS oAt AdGe G2 AyGaSNI OG0 YSIyAy3Euhaithe sA 0K 0

search databases, homework help for students, open source software, and potentially more.

Judgment— G 0 KS FoAf Al G2 SOFtdzr S GKS NBf Al 0A faksérvice
provided in large part by librarians who help to tutor patrons with use of internet resources, be they students, the
elderly or anyone else and help them to combine use of digital information with physical media, which also
contributes to:

Iy R

Transmedia Navigatior & 1 KS | 0 Af AGe (G2 F2ff2¢ (GKS Fi2g 2F ad2NRSa |

RECOMMENDATIONS

The library, however, does not seem to provide too many services, technology, human, or otherwise that address
some of the other skills mentioned in Jenkins et al. (2006). They could be used as a significant basis for new
programs, however.

Appropriaton—6 G KS T oAf AGe (2 YSI yAyYy3ITdzZ (Ths coiild c6rhdfinGhe foynRdf NB Y A E

scrap-booking programs that would involve the digitization of the results or inviting children to make music videos
through use of story-telingpr ogr am props, | ibrary collection CD’

S

Multitasking—6 0 KS oAt AGe G2 a0y 2yS$Qa Sy @A NEB Y Mbfaats might R

set up one computer work station with dual computer displays and offer tutoring sessions involving the use of
spreadsheets, graphics work and other multi-display (multi-tasking) operations.

Collective Intelligence-6 4 KS | oAf AGe G2 Lk2f (1y26fSR3IS FyR 02YLI NB

This skill could really come in many forms. Perhaps some of the more powerful community informatics ones could
be helping to coordinate civic environmentalism efforts through citizen science. This could be enjoyment related,
like having elderly count the number and type of birds in their backyard and enter it into a growing database, or
empowerment related, like recordings the number of crimes committed in a given area and pooling it together to
help provide the police with neighborhood watch information. As revealed in these suggestions, one powerful
venue for this sort of collective intelligence skills building exercise would be mapping. Other more traditional
forms could be had, such as teaching patrons how to edit Wikipedia or use Google Docs and Google Calendar for
their local organization.

, Wi n

AKAT

Networking—a 0 KS oAt AdGe (2 &SI NOK T2NE Theligrarfcsuld betteSprovideR RA &34 S

community-based information sources (they do some of this, but not digitally) related to politics, local business
and laws, the environment and more. Perhaps the largest challenge voiced by Bea and Violet was participation in
events (which were often very hit or miss) and the library could rethink its marketing along these lines too.

Negotiation — éthe ability to travel across diverse communities, discerning and respecting multiple perspectives,

FYR 3N} a&LAY3A | YR T2 fThodgh the/liBrarylalteddhasis bestell iditBrestyindieratidzand
sharing information about many cultures they have not had a lot of success in doing so. They might be able to try
to tackle relevant and contentious | ocal topi cs,
younger low-income non-nuclear families with dialogue sessions or joint activities like mentoring programs.

such
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These are obviously just a few of the sorts of ideas that could result from the skill sets proposed in Jenkins et al.
(2006), many possibilities exist. Independent of program ideas and encouraging digital literacy is evaluation, both
long and short term, that would need to occur in parallel to any such efforts. This might come in numbers of
people attending events and pictures of the sorts of activities taking place, but also in participant and parent
satisfaction, acquired through interviews of maybe even just informal observation.

FUTURE RESEARCH

Conducted in just a matter of a couple of weeks, this project has really only been an exploratory study.
Considerably more research could be conducted in the future, including:

9 Atrip to the Chanute Air Museum and Historical Societyto look at some of the primary sources about the
town and | ibrary’s past
1 More interviews with older community members like retired librarians or individuals like Don Thorson or
Katy Podagrosi.
1 Consultation of considerably more sourcesuch as:
0 Newspaper records, especially those from the Rantoul Press and News Gazette.
o Indepth analysis of the old books and pho
0 Content analysis of board meeting notes from the past few years, in particular those before and
after the move.
0 And perhaps most importantly, a comprehensive literature review of other small-town library
studies, particularly any on ones in the central lllinois area.
9 Crucial prototyping, testing, and evaluation of programbased on the aforementioned digital literacy
skills.

IMPACT

This case study presents a few substantive benefits for the Rantoul Public Library. First and foremost they are able
to take home a short history of their library for use in posting on their website or providing to inquiring patrons.
Second, it opens up a relationship with the University of lllinois and the library, as the author will be testing a
computer and internet training program with them in the coming semester. Third, the interview sessions
extended into two hour periods because they involved a sizable component of idea generation. The librarians
spoke with the researcher about programs that had gone well and failed and together they generated many ideas
for new ways of advertising and accessing more parts of the community as well as expand their service offerings.
The recommendations mentioned above will hopefully serve as a platform for further development as well. And
finally this work contributes to the growing pool of research on small town libraries in challenged areas and may
provide some useful insights and ideas to institutions in similar such situations.
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