
CHAPTER 4

CONCLUSIONS AND DIRECTIONS

Previous chapters to this report described a range of findings that document
the successes and importance of the OnLine at PA Libraries project.  Over the
course of the project, significant advances were made in the provision of public
access to the Internet via rural public libraries; librarians received training on
how to best use and deploy the public access workstations; and citizens
throughout the state were able -- some for the first time -- to access the Internet
and take advantage of a new world of information and services.

The purpose of this chapter is to briefly discuss some key aspects of the project
and selected key project findings.  This discussion points to next directions that
theOffice of Commonwealth Libraries, the public librarians, and others in the
state might take to build upon the successful work accomplished in the OnLine at
PA Libraries project.  In addition, the project and project evaluation provide some
useful lessons that can inform “next steps” as the state continues to move forward
in its support for public library services.

SUCCESSES, IMPACTS, AND ISSUES

The findings presented in Chapters 2 and 3 provide a wealth of information
regarding the implementation of the OnLine at PA Libraries project.  The purpose
of this section is not to repeat the information described previously.  Rather, this
section highlights successes and issues that are especially important to note.

Successes and Impacts

From the viewpoint of project participants -- be they library directors, library
staff, users, or local government officials -- the project has clearly been
successful.  The list of the various benefits and impacts that have come to the
library, the users, and the community overall, is significant and consistent across
most libraries.  Some of the most important indicators of the success of the project
are that it:

• Increased the visibility and credibility of participating libraries;

• Provided valuable publicity for participating libraries as a public access
point to state-of-the-art technology and information services;

• Provided a workstation and additional information technology that
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otherwise could not have been purchased or obtained by participating
libraries;

• Provided access to a range of networked information resources and services
that otherwise could never have been obtained by participating libraries;

• Served as a catalyst for participating libraries and their staff to move into
the electronic networked environment;

• Removed some of the isolation of the community by providing a “link”
between the participating libraries’ communities and the ideas, resources,
and information in a global setting;

• Linked networked information to users and resolved a range of their
information needs that otherwise would not have been resolved; there were
numerous “success stories” of how public access to the Internet greatly
assisted users; and

• Brought new users into participating libraries who otherwise may not have
used “traditional” library services or resources.

Other key indicators of the success of the project include the following:

• 26% of users of the public access workstation were new users, i.e., they had
not previously visited the library.

• The public access workstation attracts both expert -- 44% -- and beginning
users -- 48%.

• 35% of users of the public access workstations had no other means to access
the Internet except from participating in the OnLine at PA Libraries
project.  Perhaps equally interesting is that the other 65% do have access to
the Internet elsewhere (e.g., work, home, school), and still choose to use the
public access workstation.

• Users of the workstations (on a scale of 1= Very much so and 5= Not at all)
rated finding the information they needed on the Internet, the ease of using
the Internet via the library, and the importance of having access via the
library between 1.7 and 2.2.  Overall, therefore, users find that gaining
access to the Internet, using the workstation, and the information found on
the Internet to be of value.

• In terms of major benefits from the project, 48% of participating library
directors thought the expanded availability to reference sources was
critical; and 32% thought the major benefit was attracting new users to the
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library.

During the sample week in May 1997 that the user surveys were distributed, one
can estimate that some 7,600 patrons used the public access workstation in
participating project libraries.  As this report is written in October 1997, the
authors would estimate that currently the number of users has significantly
increased since the May survey -- and will likely continue to increase especially
with the additional 55 libraries that have been added to the project since the
summer of 1997.

A number of additional successes and impacts are noted in Chapters 2 and 3.
But it is important to state clearly and without reservation that based on the data
from the surveys, interviews, site visits, and other data collection efforts, the
findings point to an overwhelming agreement as to the success of the project.
Indeed, the enthusiasm and support for the project from participants at the site
visits was especially overwhelming.

Impact on Users

A key success of the OnLine at PA Libraries project is the impact the project
has had on the user community.  Access to the Internet provides users with
numerous benefits that include:

• Access to a wide variety of otherwise unavailable resources, such as
employment opportunities, research-related material (particularly for
students), and historical information;

• Equalization of information resources by eliminating the “small library
with a small budget” situation.  The workstation immediately provides
users from all walks of life with, literally, world-wide information
resources;

• Career opportunities due to the technical and Internet skills that users
acquire through use of the OnLine PA connection;

• Business opportunities for small businesses, as owners of small businesses
research and explore various business ventures -- both for traditional and
Internet-based business activities; and

• Incorporation of Internet-based information by teachers into classroom
curriculum development.

The project has, therefore, had a tremendous impact on users and the
communities in which they reside.  Access to the Internet has created business
and job opportunities, decreased the “information remoteness” often experienced
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by rural communities, and expanded educational capabilities for both students
and teachers.  Viewed user-by-user, these benefits may seem small.  In the
aggregate, however, these benefits have a tremendous impact on Pennsylvania’s
communities.

Selected Key Issues

As with most successful initiatives such as the OnLine at PA Libraries project,
there is also a need to identify a number of important issues.  Once again, there
are numerous key issues described throughout this report.  But, this section
highlights those issues that the consultants think are especially important.

Maintaining the Initiative 

Participating librarians are concerned about how they would maintain the
initiatives begun by the project.  Indeed, 90% of the library directors indicated
that, while they found the public access workstation extremely valuable, their
libraries could not afford the workstation on their own.  For most, the reality is
that no additional resources were (or will be) forthcoming to add additional
terminals, purchase upgrades, or otherwise enhance their Internet-based
services.  Thus, initiatives would have to be supported by redeploying the existing
limited budgets found in most of the libraries.  The evidence suggests that while
some additional support from fund-raising did occur as a result of the project, the
libraries did not obtain direct budget increases -- nor do directors think it is likely
that they will receive such increases -- in the near term.  Strategies will need to be
developed to continue resource support for project objectives as well as next steps
resulting from the project.

Enhancing Librarian Skills

The library staff typically agreed that they need additional training, need
additional time for such training to occur, and feel very “inadequate” in providing
assistance to users -- who oftentimes knew more than the librarians in accessing
the Internet and various Websites.  If allowed to continue, this situation may
result in some increased frustration and anxiety on the librarians’ part and
injure the future development of public access Internet services from the library.
Programs for additional training of librarians will be essential if the project is to
maintain its momentum.  These programs can be coordinated among the local,
district, and state library.
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Public Access versus Staff Use of Workstations

The project was designed to provide public access to the Internet and not
necessarily to promote staff use of the Internet in the library per se.  For a number
of the staff at these sites, this preference for public access made it difficult to learn
how to use the workstation (since the public had “priority” for its use); it
minimized the degree to which the workstation could be integrated into library
services (such as administrative applications and reference and referral
services); and it limited staff opportunity to experiment in the use of the
workstation.  Library staff need to use the lessons from the OnLine at PA
Libraries project to now move into how best to integrate Internet-based services
into the library overall.

Developing OnLine PA Project II

The original project has done an excellent job in accomplishing proposed
objectives.  But the project has been so successful that participants -- at least at
these sites -- now have a range of expectations for a next, or follow-on, project.
They want to build on the success of the current project and anticipate the “next
steps” for enhancing their access to and use of networked information resources
and services.  There is an important opportunity for the state library to propose a
strategic initiative to build upon the success of the OnLine at PA Libraries project
and continue to enhance access to Internet-based resources and services through
rural public libraries.

LESSONS LEARNED

For many of the participants in the project there are important lessons that
have been learned as to how best to design, implement, and administer an effort
such as the OnLine at PA Libraries project.  Discussed below are some of the
more important of these lessons that contributed directly to the success of the
effort.

Role of the SIU

The success of the OnLine at PA Libraries project is due to many people and
groups.  But the role of the Schuylkill Intermediate Unit (SIU) in organizing and
managing the project certainly was critical for the project’s success.  The SIU
had a very difficult set of responsibilities and tasks that had to be balanced across
188 public libraries -- many of which had unique contexts and situations into
which the workstations would be operated.
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The use of written agreements between an individual library and the SIU
detailing responsibilities for involvement in the project was an important
component that helped everyone to understand who was to do what and who was
responsible for what (see Appendix A).  Equally important, the agreement
specified the importance of the evaluation component and made clear the
expectation that librarians would participate in a range of data collection
activities.  Clearly, the high response rates to the evaluation’s various surveys
resulted, in part, because of this technique.

Results from the evaluation of the training sessions at both the first
introductory training session and the second session on reference indicate a high
quality of presentation and content (see Chapter 3).  Moreover, it should be noted
that mounting such training efforts are very difficult when participants have
such a wide range of background and knowledge related to computing and
telecommunications.

The SIU had to combine a range of technical, managerial, and interpersonal
skills to complete the project successfully.  On the one hand, it ordered,
configured, delivered, and provided support for all the project workstations.  On
the other hand, its staff also had to provide direct interpersonal support in how to
use these workstations -- in some cases to libraries that had never owned a
computer.  Thus, the SIU had to decide on a basic initial configuration  of the
workstation that would provide the most use and services for the most libraries.

While some project participants criticized the SIU for that configuration, for
the security built into the workstation, and other concerns, the reality is that the
SIU successfully balanced the available resources with the needs of the libraries.
The SIU did, in fact, obtain and configure the workstations, deliver the various
workstations, and assist library staff in using them, and planned and delivered a
range of training sessions.  The SIU’s management and support of the project
was a major factor that contributed to the overall success of the effort.

Raising Expectations

An important outcome from the project is the degree to which it successfully
raised the expectations for new types of library services by both the librarians and
the citizens of the state.  In a number of the libraries that participated in the
project, there would have been no way that new public access computer
workstations with Internet connectivity could have been provided to users without
the support of this project. Once these workstations arrived and were put into use,
both the librarians and the users had “hands-on” evidence of how these
workstations could improve the quality of library services in that particular
community.
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Thus, a key aspect of the project was its ability to demonstrate how the new
computing technologies and Internet access could make a difference in the
quality of library services that directly affected individuals.  Rather than talk
about how important such new services were, the project demonstrated those
services.  In most cases, the new network-based services exceeded the
expectations of the librarians and users.  Thus, the project increased awareness
of the use of Internet access, how that access can improve library services
exponentially (especially in very rural areas), and raise expectations of the role of
libraries in the information age.

To some degree, the success of the project also brings additional pressure to
the state library to continue to meet these new expectations of librarians and
users.  Many of the participating libraries, now that they are aware and expect
this level of service from their library, ask how they will be able to support these
existing services and build new networked-based services.  Use logs at these
libraries continue to grow and library users demand  more time and more
workstations to access the Internet.  Librarians worry about how they can meet
these demands and provide the “next generation” of public access Internet
support in their libraries.  Time will tell if the raised expectations for networked-
based library services from users and the participating librarians will be
translated into better funding and support for Pennsylvania libraries.

Statewide versus Local Support for 
Internet-based Resources and Services

Most participating librarians were quite surprised with the demand for public
access to the Internet as a result of the OnLine at PA Libraries project.  In fact, as
suggested in the site visits (Chapter 3), some were overwhelmed with the demand
and had to stop advertising the new service because the lacked the staff and
resources to meet this new demand.  Worse, as many told the investigators, there
was little likelihood that the local governments would be able to find new monies
to help the libraries meet these new demands and rising expectations for services.

The lesson appears to be that meeting the demand for high quality electronic
library services is a statewide issue, not a local issue.  While local communities
have significant affection for their libraries, the demand on local resources for
basics such as police, fire protection, sewage systems, schools, and others is
significant and increasing.  For many of these local communities there simply
are too many other demands being placed on the government.  It is not that the
local governments do not wish to support these new initiatives at the library,
rather the existing demands for resources preclude the library as a possible
recipient for increased support.
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Discussions at the user focus groups verify this perspective.  The support for
the library and innovative library services is evident -- the wherewithal for
responding to these demands in many of these rural, economically depressed
areas, is not.  Indeed, a piecemeal solution of helping one rural library at a time
simply is not feasible.  While significant  results can be obtained from a “one time
shot in the arm” as provided libraries by the support of Bell Atlantic, library
development is a statewide concern and requires statewide support, resources,
and solutions.

New Roles for Librarians and Libraries

An important lesson for many of the participating librarians was that
maintaining the status quo in their library (in terms of use of technology and
networked-based services) was not a viable option.  One librarian commented to
the investigators that “this project has been a rude awakening as to the skills I’ll
need to be a good librarian in the future.”  Another commented that her library,
after participating in the project, would never again be “that sleepy, isolated
library that didn’t need computers.”

While there was wide agreement among participants that roles for librarians
and libraries had to change, there was less agreement on what, specifically those
roles should be, and how they could be supported to make the transition to these
new roles.  Compounding the problem was the concern about being “forced” to
drop some of the existing roles in the library to “make room” for the new roles
related to operating in the global networked environment.

Thus, the project has also operated as a huge continuing education effort.  The
training provided by the SIU is but one component of the education that has taken
place for many of the participating librarians.  The day-to-day operation of the
public access workstation, managing the software, the self-learning of how to surf
the Web, the development of skills to teach others how to use the workstation, and
the many other skills that evolved occurred in the library, every day, without
formal classroom instruction.  This experience provides an important base by
which the librarians can now discuss possible new roles both for them and for
their library.

One role to which librarians alluded was that of technology strategists.
Librarians found that the use of emerging technologies such the Internet,
combined with other technology-based services such as CD-ROMS and OPACs,
required libraries to consider their technology deployment and services
increasingly as a whole.  As one library director commented, “we need to look at
the whole of our services and technology and see what we can integrate, how we
can plan, and set some directions.”
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Prior to the OnLine at PA Libraries initiative, too few libraries had given much
serious thought to the impact of technology on library services in general and how
to “best” plan for the incorporation of technology-based services into general
library services in particular.  Clearly, a new role for librarians will be technology
strategists and how best to plan for the provision of technology-based, and
especially networked-based, resources and services to their clientele.

Data Collection Methods and Instruments

On September 26, 1997, the authors met with staff from the Office of
Commonwealth Libraries to review the use of the data collection methods and
instruments with an eye toward determining how best they might be improved.
This training session provided an opportunity for the authors to share their views
on aspects of the evaluation that worked well and others that might be improved.

Figure 4-1 summarizes the range of data collection techniques that the authors
considered for use in the evaluation.  All of the qualitative techniques as outlined
in Figure 4-1 were used.  For the quantitative techniques, network traffic
measures and Web log file analysis were not used, although considered, for this
evaluation.  These two techniques were not used because there were no central
servers where statistics could be easily obtained; the cost of placing software on
the various workstations to maintain counts was, at the time, prohibitive; and the
sheer logistics of coordinating uniform record keeping across participating
libraries while they were still learning how to use the workstation simply was not
feasible.

Nonetheless, the evaluation profited by the use of a range of data collection
techniques.  Indeed, an important lesson from the evaluation effort is that the
combination of qualitative techniques (site visits, focus groups, etc.) with
quantitative techniques (surveys, logs, etc.) provides a powerful approach by
which to compare and validate findings.  Specific lessons related to the data
collection methods and instruments include the following:

• Importance of planning and preparation.  The success of these data
collection instruments resulted, in part, from their careful development
and pretesting.  In addition, specific instructions on how to administer the
data collection instrument (such as the site visits, Appendix G) are
essential.  

• Wide involvement and support.  The training efforts on how to administer
the instrument (such as the user survey, Appendix C) at the second general
training session is a good example of the importance of the support and
involvement by the State Library, the SIU, and the district librarians to
encourage participant involvement in the data collection activities.
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• Multi-level distribution and collection network.  Related to the Wide
involvement and support detailed above, is the availability of various
support and distribution channels throughout Pennsylvania -- i.e., the
Intermediary Units and the District Library Centers -- that can assist in the
dissemination, collection, and various other data collection activities.
Within each of these entities are individuals and/or consultants with
expertise that can greatly assist the state in collecting needed data.

• Modify Part II of the user survey.  Part II of the user survey (see Appendix
C) asked users to list the various websites they visited during that session.
Most did not complete this section.  A different approach might be to ask
them simply to list the most interesting or most useful website they visited
during that particular session.  Or, load appropriate software on the
workstation that can track the sites actually visited rather than using a
survey.

• Participant questionnaires.  At each of the focus groups, group interviews,
or individual interviews, the evaluators asked participants to complete a
short questionnaire (see Appendices H and I).  These surveys provided
excellent information describing participants and their background and
provided a useful context for understanding the discussions.  These
surveys, however, should be made shorter and stress more demographics
and background information rather than asking participants to assess or
list particular issues -- which typically came out in the discussion.

• Keyboarding of survey results.  The user survey resulted in over 2,000
responses (see Chapter 3) -- all of which needed to be keyboarded for
analysis.  The large response rate was not anticipated by the evaluators.
Were it not for a contingency plan by the SIU which was able to arrange for
the keyboarding of all the surveys, only a sample could have been
keyboarded and analyzed.  The lesson is that costs for keyboarding and data
analysis of surveys can be considerable and require a budget.

• Participants in the user focus groups.  As part of the site visit, the
evaluators asked the participating librarian to arrange for users of the
public access workstation to be present at a particular time for a focus
group.  This approach had mixed success in obtaining an adequate number
of participants.  A more effective approach, as it turned out, was that
library staff simply “snagged” workstation users who were present in the
library at the time of the focus group and asked them to participate -- all of
whom, when asked, did participate.

All of these lessons identify strategies that can make future data collection
activities more effective.
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Figure 4-1.  Methodologies for On-going Assessment of the OnLine PA Project.

Qualitative

Technique Function/Purpose

Case Sites In-depth exploration of selected communities and target audiences in
those communities, use of and involvement with the project.

Use findings to inform broader quantitative data collection activities
such as mail and electronic surveys.

Content
Analysis

Gather various documentation and reports to review historical
development and evolution of project-related activities.

Focus
Groups

Explore identified key issue areas of project content, services,
management, and performance.

Use findings to inform broader quantitative data collection activities
such as mail and electronic surveys.

Small Group
and
Individual
Interviews

In-depth exploration of project content, services, management and
performance with key project administrators and users.

Assess the relationship between components of the project and future
educational use and development of project resources.

Use findings to inform broader quantitative data collection activities
such as mail and electronic surveys.

Critical Path
Analysis

In-depth exploration of user-based interactions with project-related
components, e.g., training, workstation use, and searching.

Use findings to uncover specific instance issues.  Particularly
appropriate for in-depth analysis of training and use issues.

Quantitative

Technique Function/Purpose

Mail
/Electronic
Surveys

Further explore identified key issue areas of project content, services,
management, and performance with broader project population.

Test findings from qualitative data collection activities with broader
project population.

Network
Traffic
Measures

Collect network/terminal traffic use statistics such as users, user
access points, information and service content use, and network
server and router load.

Provides sense of network load, capacity, and what services are used
with what frequency.

Web Log File
Analysis 

Measure Web-based services by the analysis of Web server log files.  

Provides sense of users and locations from which access the services,
server traffic, type of technology users have, and errors made.
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There is a clear need to replicate the user survey during the fall of 1997.  The
user surveys originally were administered in May 1997.  For some libraries they
had only been online with their workstation for 5 or less months.  At the time, use
of the workstations was increasing steadily.  A more accurate estimate of the
number of users of the workstations would be revealed by administering the
survey again, in Fall 1997 and then once every year.

In addition, some thought should be given to administering the user survey, or
some version of that survey, statewide to all public libraries and not only to
OnLine at PA Libraries.  This effort could be contracted out by the Office of
Commonwealth Libraries or it might become part of the annual survey data
solicited by the library for Federal and state requirements.  Regardless of the
approach, the Office of Commonwealth Libraries will want to consider very
carefully the types of Internet-related and electronic services data that should be
collected as part of its statistics program on a regular basis.

But the lesson to be learned in the area of data collection techniques is that
methods can be developed that will identify, describe, and measure the impact of a
project such as this on libraries, librarians, the local community, and users.
Equally important is the lesson that additional, ongoing, data collection will be
needed to monitor the impact of the project, to develop longitudinal data to
describe trends (such as usage of the workstations), and to continue to
demonstrate the importance and impact of this project.

NEED FOR STRATEGIC PLANNING

This has been an exciting time for many of the libraries participating in the
project and especially for those visited by the consultants.  For a number of these
staff and communities, the library has been thrust into a very visible and central
role in the provision of networked information resources and services.  But there
are conflicting demands that will have to be resolved in the very near-term,
including the:

• Need for additional workstations and better connectivity with few additional
resources to pay for these enhancements;

• Need to integrate existing and new technologies to provide technology-based
services as comprehensively and efficiently as possible;

• Demand for more sophisticated reference and referral services from users
and inability of library staff to provide such sophisticated assistance;

• Rethinking and integrating a range of “traditional” library services and
activities (such as collection development) in the context of networked
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information resources and services; and

• Considering new organizational approaches for resource sharing among
the libraries, the district libraries, the state library and other organizations.

Many librarians noted that their involvement in this project resulted in more, not
less work.  There is some recognition that they had to change in a number of ways
to support the success of the project.  But there was some concern about how best
to evolve into this new “networked environment” and how best to obtain resources
to support the transition.

The library staff at the site visits are now seeing significant new demands
being placed on the library, they see the range of opportunities that are possible in
participating in this networked environment, but the path of how to move from
their current situation to new roles and services in the networked library setting
is unclear.  They are besieged with competing priorities demanding their
attention and the reality is that the libraries cannot be all things for all people all
the time.

The addition of providing public access Internet services and the recognition of
the possible networked services and resources that could be provided by the
libraries has, and could result in a significant increase in the library staff’s
workload.  If libraries in the OnLine at PA Libraries project are going to thrive
and be successful in this evolving networked environment careful planning will
be required in setting priorities of what activities are most important to be done,
and how best those activities can be accomplished.  

Thus, there is a need for a statewide rethinking of rural public library roles in
the networked information environment.  A strategic initiative should be
developed to better utilize and leverage resources among the State Library, the
district library centers, and individual libraries.  This strategic initiative will
require a vision of the future, a plan, a budget, a commitment among the library
community, and political support at both the state and local level.

CREATING A NEW FUTURE

Public libraries in Pennsylvania have an important opportunity to move
forward in the provision of both traditional and  innovative and electronic
information services to their communities.  This opportunity exists because of a
number of factors that have come into play as this report is written:

• The statewide attention that has been drawn to the poor support and
funding of Pennsylvania public libraries by the investigative paper
appearing in the Philadelphia Inquirer, “Libraries in  Distress,” June 1-
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June 4, 1997.

• The success of the OnLine at PA Libraries project and the evidence that
supports that success as described in this report.

• The current state legislature interest as well as interest from the
governor’s office in public libraries and the increased awareness that the
state government may need to take action to support public libraries in
more, better, and possibly different ways than in the past.

But to take advantage of these factors, the public library community, with the
leadership of the state library, will need to offer a new vision of the role of public
libraries as a means for improving the quality of life of the state’s citizens, as a
catalyst for promoting economic development, and as a link to the rest of the world
for life-long education and learning.  This challenge is a key part of the “next
project” that builds upon the success of the OnLine at PA Libraries project.
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