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Today, we’ll discuss:

● What is civic engagement and how does it align with 
library values?

● The Civic Lab at the Central Rappahannock Regional 
Library

● What’s next for the Civic Lab?

● Launching civic engagement initiatives at your library



What is “civic engagement?”

Civic engagement refers to opportunities that 
promote and facilitate:

● A deeper, more critical understanding of how 
civic institutions operate;

● A broader, more empathetic knowledge of how 
issues, policies, and decisions affect lives; and

● An increased awareness of and confidence in 
one’s ability to take an active role in civic 
discourse and participate in community 
decision making.

From Skokie Public Library Civic Lab, 2018 PLA presentation





Civic Engagement in Libraries

Code of Ethics of the American Library 
Association
“We significantly influence or control the selection, 
organization, preservation, and dissemination of information. 
In a political system grounded in an informed citizenry, we are 
members of a profession explicitly committed to intellectual 
freedom and the freedom of access to information. We have a 
special obligation to ensure the free flow of information and 
ideas to present and future generations.”



Civic Engagement in Libraries

CRRL Mission:  Inspiring lifelong learning for 
everyone in our community.

CRRL Vision: The Central Rappahannock 
Regional Library improves lives through the 
transformative power of information, learning, 
and ideas to meet the growing needs of our 
region.



Civic Engagement in Libraries

CRRL Strategic Plan: Informs our day-to-day operations and guides 
our future in these directions:

● READ – Encourage everyone in our region to read, view, and 
listen  

● LEARN – Promote lifelong learning from birth to college and 
beyond  

● MEET – Create thriving spaces where the community connects, 
accesses library resources, and shares their ideas and stories  

● INNOVATE – Provide collections and services that aid in soliciting 
ideas, build skills, support lifelong learning, and spark creativity



Inspiration

● #LibrariesTransform - 
Libraries Transforming 
Communities, ALA initiative

● Community Conversations 
events at CRRL

● Skokie Public Library Civic Lab
https://skokielibrary.info/resources/civic-lab/

●





What is the Civic Lab?

The Civic Lab is a casual, drop-in, and interactive program offering 
information, activities, and conversation about issues that affect our 
community. 

● Relevant topics promoting direct conversation and civic 
engagement

● Facilitator encourages critical inquiry with questions and activities

● Starts with the belief that everyone in our community can learn and 
grow in open conversation with one another



Social Media & Viral News, 
November 2018



What Makes a Civic Lab: Components

● Relevant topic that affects your service area

● Thought-provoking, open-ended activities for all 
ages

● Design: location, collaboration, replication

● Direct facilitation

● Curated resources

● Handout





Component: Choosing a Relevant Topic
● Topics in the news - ex. Space 

Exploration
● Civic literacy - ex. Getting Ready 

for Election Day
● News literacy - ex. Social Media 

& Viral News
● Timely topics - ex. Let’s Talk 

Taxes
“A Civic Initiative About Information: The Civic Lab At Skokie 

Public Library” 
by Amy Koester, Public Libraries Magazine

What is Small Business Saturday?

Getting Ready for Election Day
2020 Census

Who Writes History?

Let’s Talk Taxes

Social Media & Viral News



Component: Activities & Discussion

● Conversation Questions
○ What is our responsibility… How do we decide… What does ___ 

mean to you… 
○ Whiteboard questions: How do you decide who to vote for?

● Watch: videos
● Listen: podcasts, oral history
● Featured websites
● Books, DVDs
● Post-It Note Polls, eg. Will you vote in November 2018?
● Interactive activities: games, writing letters





Component: Design

● Location - central, open, accessible

● Replication

● Collaboration

○ Community partners

○ Staff teams as co-presenters, 
co-planners

○ Buy-in from every department 
at your branch



Community Partners



Components: Facilitator

Strong listening skills
● Active listening
● Let go of your own agenda

Personal awareness and authenticity
● Ability to be honest about one’s own 

limitations (what one is and isn’t 
capable of)

● Willingness to hand over a process to 
participants when they are ready

(adapted from Mapping Dialogue: Essential Tools 
for Social Change)



Components: Facilitator: Asking good questions

Asking good questions will:
● Wake participants up,
● Link into what they care deeply about,
● Make visible their interdependence in finding the answers.

Examples:
● How can we improve mental health in our community? (Talking About 

Mental Health)
● What can I do in my daily life to limit food waste? (Reducing Food 

Waste)
● Who is responsible for sharing history? (Who Writes History?)



Component: Curated Resources
Resources should be:

● Current
○ Most recent news articles
○ Regularly updated websites/databases

● Credible
○ Aim for objectivity, avoid opinion

● Accessible
○ Easy to understand
○ Available at no cost



Component: Handout





Day-Of-Event
● Set-up, ~30 min
● 1.5 hours, 10-50 attendees
● Materials

○ Civic Lab Poster & Handout
○ Whiteboards for activity
○ Post-it notes, etc. for activity
○ 2+ tables (includes table for partner)
○ Laptop, tv monitor
○ Books for Display



Discussion advice
● Scaffold opportunities for interaction. 

Handouts → Voting → Conversation
● Fall back on the discussion questions from the 

handout
● Focus on news sources and point to resources that 

suggest alternate viewpoints
● Plan your “exit strategy” from difficult conversations

○ “The Pivot”

● Goal is to promote credible information, not a 
particular viewpoint



What We’ve Learned
● Facilitators are vital

● Collaboration is key

● Buy-in takes time, embrace 
reiteration

● Importance of targeted marketing & 
branding 

● Embrace the learning curve



What’s next

● Phase II:

○ Training additional staff

○ Expanding to other CRRL branches

● Info Lab



Trying Civic Labs at Your Library

Core questions (borrowed from Skokie):

● What type of engagement is right for your 
community?

● How do you get staff (& admin) buy-in? 
Community buy-in?

● What topics are timely?

● How can you learn as you go?



Questions? 
Thanks!
http://librarypoint.org

Griff Ashooh | griff.ashooh@crrl.org
Rachel Placchetti | rachel.placchetti@crrl.org 

http://librarypoint.org



