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Abstract 
 
The Topic Room of the Central and Regional Library of Berlin (ZLB) presents interdisciplinary material 
from the library's collection concerned with a certain topical or cultural issue on a monthly basis. In 
order to cover current topics online information is integrated into the presentation of physical media 
via the ZLB Topic Room Application on iPads and a Twitter wall. The ZLB Topic Room is a project in 
which the ZLB cooperates with many different partners.  
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Introduction 
 
Curating varied information sources has always been an essential function of public libraries. This has 
never been more important than in today’s rapidly changing information and publishing landscape. A 
relatively new challenge for libraries is the integrated presentation of physical material and digital 
information resources.  
 
How can libraries succeed in the curation of online resources? In which ways can digital information 
integrate with physical media within library space? These are questions we started to ask ourselves 
these questions when we began to brainstorm for a new project: the Topic Room. It is a project of the 
Central and Regional Library of Berlin (Zentral- und Landesbibliothek Berlin, ZLB), Germany’s largest 
public library and one of the most frequently visited cultural and educational institutions in Berlin.  
 

The aim of the Topic Room Project is to offer our patrons a monthly alternating interdisciplinary 
presentation of information resources concerned with a certain topical or cultural issue. Patrons are be 
encouraged to engage with a complex topic, to gather introductory, but also background information. 
We want to empower our patrons through the access to different resources in order to form their own 
opinions, but the Topic Room is also a place for inspiration and discovery.  
 
Classical Curating in Libraries 
 
It seemed obvious to gather publications from various subjects: books, CDs, DVD/Blu-rays, 
magazines, newspapers, even licensed e-books and open-access-publications. The subject librarians 
suggest publications based on the curator's Topic Room concept. Each Topic Room has a curator from 
the library's Collection Development Department who is familiar with the subjects which are central to 
the specific topic. To search for media and publications which are traditional documents is a standard 
task for librarians who use library catalogues, specialized search engines, databases, and book trade 
catalogues. We usually gather up to 400-500 items per Topic Room which we present in categories 
that the curator chooses. Most of the items can be checked out. The bibliographic data of the 
presented titles are collected in a bibliography which patrons can take away in printed form or 
download from the ZLB-website.  
 
[BOX] PAST TOPICS 
 
 US Presidential Election (Nov 2012) 
 Israel after the Election (Feb 2013) 
 Leipzig Book Fair (Mar 2013) 
 Poor & rich (Apr 2013) 
 The Book Burnings of 1933 (May 2013) 
 Eurozone, Euro Crisis (Jun 2013) 
 Original or Copy? (Jul 2013) 
 The Diversity of Islam (Aug 2013) 
 German federal Election (Sep 2013) 
 Fairytales (Oct 2013) 
 Right-wing Extremism (Nov 2013) 
 
Digital Curating 
 
However, we quickly realized a simple fact: it is impossible to cover current topics without live-access 
to online digital information resources. Until a current topic crystallizes and a traditional publication 
appears it takes time. Especially with regard to topics which need to be covered with live information 
such as elections online information is indispensable. In addition to books, DVDs, CDs, etc. from a 
library’s standing collection, online content must be selected, aggregated and presented adequately 
and in a comprehensive manner. 
 
Therefore we began to collaborate with a Berlin app-development start-up called Konsole Labs. The 
ZLB Topic Room iPad Application was born in January 2013. It aggregates tweets and blogs, including 
links relevant to the given topic and a single website that we want to feature—a subject dossier, for 
example, from our cooperation partner, the Federal Agency for Civic Education (Bundeszentrale für 



politische Bildung, BpB). Patrons can share digital information, links and the bibliography from the app 
via email.  
 
((picture 1 with the following caption: Startscreen of the ZLB Topic Room App)) 
((picture 2 with the following caption: The ZLB Topic Room App aggregates Twitter, blogs, features a 
website and selected URLs)) 
 
During the last year, we have optimized the app and other components through various methods such 
as building up a content management system in the backend and refining the RSS and tweets 
channeling via full text or hashtag filter.  
This was an entirely new task for us, but in a way very familiar as it included selecting and 
contextualizing information. However, digital curating is in many ways different from classical curating. 
In spite of searching for publications one chooses sources of information such as URLs, feeds, or 
twitter accounts. The source is chosen before the actual information is published. That means that the 
source has to be evaluated as relevant and trustworthy. What is published and made accessible in real 
time is beyond our control. Of course we can delete information which seems irrelevant or 
problematic, but we will never control the content in the way we do with regard to traditional 
publications. 
 
Digital literacy 

 

The ZLB Topic Room Application offers patrons a great chance to get to know and to become familiar 
with modern information technology such as iPads. It is also an opportunity to include various services 
such as twitter that many patrons are not yet acquainted with. An important insight that we have 
gained is the following: It is not enough to simply provide access to online resources and hardware. 
Rather, we must train our patrons in digital skills. From summer 2014 onward, we will offer new 
services within the Topic Room, e.g. guided tours with a focus on explaining digital components. 
Without the initial steps that we had taken in the Topic Room project, experimenting with iPads and 
mobile applications, we would not be able to offer any of the digital literacy services that we plan to 
offer, e.g. e-book consultation hours and a workshop series about data security on mobile devices. 
There is still is a long way to go, but the project has been a critical first step. 
 
Making digital information visible in physical library space 
 
Since we wanted to make digital information visible in the library's Topic Room, we rented a large 
screen and a Mac mini. The app-developers programmed two features for the screen: a Twitter wall 
and a slideshow. The Topic Room curator can decide how to use the screen. For the most part, tweets 
and slides alternate. We have templates for the slides and can upload them via CMS.  
 
((picture 3 with the following caption: The Twitter wall, publications to checkout, and old books from 
the historical collections in a display cabinet)) 
 
Apart from that, we provide an area with smaller screens and headsets in the Topic Room where 
people can watch short films such as documentaries which offer another way of accessing the topic. 
 
((picture 4 with the following caption: Stations for film material similar to the ones in museums)) 
 
Edutainment 
 
In addition to the ZLB Topic Room App the app-developers programmed a quiz app which we offer in 
some of the Topic Rooms. We can add questions, answers, and results via the Topic Room App's CMS. 
Usually we use existing material such as quizzes the Federal Agency for Civic Education offers on its 
website. The quiz adds a gamification element to the Topic Room which the patrons seem to like very 
much.  
In some of the Topic Rooms we offer even more apps on some of the iPads such as apps from the 
Federal Agency for Civic Education which might blend in just perfectly with some of the Topic Rooms.  
 
Cooperations and series of events 

 



The project helped us reflect and redefine our role in Berlin’s cultural and political landscape. We have 
found new friends and partners like the Ethnological Museum of the Prussian Cultural Heritage 
Foundation or the Maxim Gorki Theatre, and we have formed a particularly strong partnership with 
the Federal Agency for Civic Education. Every month, they provide adequate publications for the Topic 
Room, support us in conceptual issues, recommend digital information resources and organize 
accompanying discussion events called “Time for topics.”  
 
Usage and sustainability 
 
A view on the checkouts shows which topics our patrons liked most: 
Leipzig Book Fair 2013 
Poor & rich 
The Diversity of Islam 
Fairytales  
 
We’ve learned that even topics we did not expect to be very popular—such as fairytales—arouse great 
interest among patrons. We’ll keep this in mind for our future choice of topics. 
At the end of 2013, Konsole Labs included a usage statistics in the CMS of the Topic Room App 
showing the amount of interest our patrons show in the app. We will start in 2014 with a detailed 
usage analysis of the Topic Room App. 
 
In 2014 we started to offer our Topic Room App to other German metropolitan libraries. Some of them 
already showed interest and are planing to start implementing the Topic Room in their library. All they 
need for the Topic Room App is hardware and a small amount of money to have their hardware 
registered by the app-development company. They can offer their patrons our current app in the 
library, with or without their own Topic Room. We are also going to share the bibliography with other 
interested libraries in formats they can reuse, creating their own bibliography and adding their own 
call numbers. 
 
We try to get funding to offer the app via App Store for free to the public in the future. Of course we 
would prefer to have an app for android as well.  
 
The site of the ZLB which contains the Topic Room was refurbished so that the Topic Room paused 
from December 2013 until July 2014. Since July the Topic Room has a new exposed space in the 
library. It is now situated in an even more central area of the library, in the so-called “salon” including 
a café, a lounge with magazines and newspapers, and the art library (pictures and sculptures patrons 
can checkout). 
 
[BOX] TOPIC PREVIEW 
 
 1914-1918: World War I  
 Frankfurt Book Fair 2014 
 25 Years after the Fall of the Berlin Wall 
 Society under Surveillance? 
 Berlin International Film Festival 
 Housing in Berlin 
 
 
Insights and practical recommendations 
 

 It is impossible to cover current topics without online resources. There are probably many 
ways to tear down the wall between physical and digital. We chose an app and a screen to 
integrate various online information into the presentation of physical media, but we will 
continue to experiment with different ways of presentation as we all have to do in order to be 
perceived by the public as information guides within physical library space, but in the (partly) 
digital age .  

 



 Digital curating is different from curating physical media and traditional publications (digital or 
physical). In spite of choosing content we choose sources. Therefore we must learn to give up 
the maximum content control we had with regard to traditional publications.  

 

 Digital literacy is not omnipresent. There are many patrons who are not yet acquainted with 
information technology such as iPads. Therefore it is not enough to simply provide access to 
online resources and hardware. Rather, we have to stress what patrons gain in using our 
devices and our digital content and we have to train the digital skills of a large part of our 
patrons.  

 
In 2014 the Presidential Citation for Innovative International Library Projects of the American Library 
Association was awarded to the ZLB for its Topic Room iPad App. 
 

The Topic Room has its own archive on our website that stores the bibliographies and links: 
http://www.zlb.de/kultur-bildung/themenraum/archiv 
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To offer patrons broad and diverse 
information concerning a specific topic 

To contextualize library resources 

To become a source of inspiration! 

THE IDEA 
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Current topics need digital 

information.  
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DIE APP 

Einstieg 
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Element 1: 

Web news 
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Element 2: 

Twitter 

THE APP 
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Element 3:  

Weblinks 
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Navigation 

THE APP 
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THE APP 

Share 

∷ bibliography 

∷ web links 

via e-mail 
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WHAT ELSE?  

TWITTER WALL 
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WHAT ELSE? 
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Maxim Gorki Theater 
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FEBRUARY 2013, OPENING  

NIR BARAM, ISRAELI WRITER 

29 

w
w

w
.z

lb
.d

e ZLB topic room 



w
w

w
.z

lb
.d

e ZLB topic room 

30 

ISRAEL AFTER THE ELECTION, FEBRUARY 2013  

MIDDLE DESK  
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FEBRUARY 2013: TOPIC CATEGORY 
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FIRST TWITTER WALL 

MARCH 2013: LEIPZIG BOOK FAIR 
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MÄRZ 2013: LEIPZIGER BUCHMESSE 
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MÄRZ 2013: LEIPZIGER BUCHMESSE 
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APRIL 2013: POOR & RICH 
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EURO CRISES 
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AUGUST 2013:  

THE DIVERSITY OF ISLAM 
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LESSONS LEARNED 
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digital information 
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Our Mission:
To be the 

community’s 

catalyst for

life long 

learning
Transformation
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High Performance Teams: 

Competing Values







Video link

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pk7yqlTMvp8




















































Transparency

This is a public process,
We aren’t afraid to show you our mess.

This isn’t temporary,
It is just the way we work. 



Our own 4th floor offices

You work in public,
We work in public

















Network















Overcoming Barriers to
Change and Growth

Me:
@chill1962
corinnehill1962@gmail.com
Hill_corinne@lib.chattanooga.gov
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Making without a makerspace

People’s lab



• Trends People’s Lab is trying to pick

up…
• Denmark was just rated most innovative country in 

Europe – 55 % of Danish companies have developed
new products or services since 2010.

• More and more public schools are teaching children
about innovation, creative thinking and 
entrepreneurship.

• How can the library support this development and help
the generel public realize their ideas and projects?



6 very different events/labs where citizens got 

involved along with the library and its staff.

People’s Lab

Here’s what we found out:



You create together with your 

community not for it. Get the 

citizens involved from the 

beginning, ownership is a 

process; don’t reduce your 

community to just guests

Musiclab

brainstor



Build a frame around the space, and 

processes you want to facilitate so the 

citizens can easily see what’s going on. 

But be willing to change and expand the 

frame so ideas aren’t limited.

Mobile and flexible innovation 

room



Focus on learning as something also done 

with your hands; skills are created by making, 

touching and participating.

Hack a book workshop



Create opportunities for engagement at 

different levels, no one starts out as an 

expert

Maker in residence



The Clout of maker culture is 

determined by its community. 

Build your own

loudspeaker

workshop



Don’t clean up all the 

time. Creativity and 

new ideas come from 

chaos and mess.

Maybe

not this

messy…



People are more important 

than technology and machines

Medialab

MIT



“Do it yourself” is 

important, but “Do it 

together” is more 

important. It is in the 

community, the network, 

where you create and 

share your ideas. 

Girls teaching

girls how to 

weld



Put yourself in the game. Lead by example 

and don’t be afraid to make mistakes. Use 

your own personal skills and creativity.

Tonny, Works front 

desk at Library by 

day and Guitar 

wizard by night



• 2-year project with Aarhus Libraries

• Read more on www.folkelab.dk

Henriette Dybdal - Henriettedy@roskilde.dk

Allan Thomsen Volhøj – allantv@roskilde.dk

Supported by the Danish Agency for Culture’s 

Development Pool for Public and School 

Libraries

http://www.folkelab.dk/
mailto:Henriettedy@roskilde.dk
mailto:allantv@roskilde.dk


Making without a makerspace 

 

Abstract 

Making and makerculture is one of the new flourishing trends in the World. How do Libraries 

support their patrons’ desire to make, learn and change the world globally and locally? 

The libraries in Roskilde and Aarhus has through the project People’s lab tried to experiment 
with makerculture as a part of their library service, but with the restriction that we didn’t 
have a physical room for a Makerspace with expensive equipment. Instead we tried to make 

creative rooms and ecosymstems with ideas from the makerculture, with focus on sharing, 

participating, and learning. This resulted in 6 very different events/rooms where citizens got 

involved along with the library and its staff. 

Making without a makerspace 

It is hard not to be mesmerized the first time you see a 3d printer in action. Unlike watching 

paint dry or a laundry machine, new things actually happen for each layer of plastic that is melted unto the surface. That’s why our first thought was: We need to get one of those as 

quickly as possible in our library. But then once the euphoria settled, we had a second to think 

about it, the questions came in: where should we put it? Do we even know how to operate this 

thing? And what purpose does it fill in a library filled with other more useful technology? 

So instead of buying a fairly expensive machine, which we didn’t really know how to use, we 

got hold of someone who actually knew about 3d printing. The local Makerspace had lots of 

experts and they were happy to share their knowledge. This resulted in inviting the 

Makerspace into the library to make a temporary pop-up Makerspace. Here you could meet 

the expert and Geeks who thrived in world of 3d printing and library staff who could bridge 

and facilitate the meeting with the new technology. 3d printing is still in a fairly primitive 

stage of evolution, and we were really focused on people printing something new and innovative. But you don’t start out printing a new prosthetic for your handicapped child, you 
start out printing a cube, a cat or an iphone cover. Libraries shouldn’t be afraid to be 
showrooms for new technology, as we are already a showroom for new literature. Once 

people see the new technology and become accustomed to it, perhaps in the future they will 

use it for something useful. 

Lessons we learned 

The three main words and practices we picked up from the makerworld were: sharing, 

creating and participating. In the library world we have a strong tradition for sharing. But 

perhaps we are lacking the last two. 

 Roskilde is a city filled with music, but people tend to stay in the small circles of their own 

particular music genre. As an experiment we made and evening where we invited some of the 

key people within the different genres and asked them to bring a friend along.  At this evening 

there were people from all of the different music genres, metal, rock, rap, folk and electronic 

music. Here we brainstormed on how to make Roskilde the best city for bands and artist. 

Along with coming up with great ideas on how to build an inspiring environment for music 

people also shared their experiences with new people on how to get by as a band, and advice 



on how to get gigs and what equipment to bring. We did this to test the Libraries as Drivers of 

an Ecosystem. An area where the library serves as the ǲglueǳ that holds, and gets the different 
networks and people together. Doing this is hard work, and doesn’t draw headlines and the politicians’ attention, but no one else is doing this, and the library gets a wide and grateful 

network that can come in handy in other occasions. 

Getting people together is also a task for the library; hundreds of people go to the library each 

day, to study, to check out books or to use computer and printing facilities. But when they do, 

they do it in their own small group or by themselves. To try and get people to meet other 

people we set up an exhibition with old music media, called ǲmagnetic groove memoriesǳ. It 

consisted of old music media players, vinyl, cassette, reels and old shellac player that you had 

to wind yourself. People were encouraged to try and interact with the machines. When staffs weren’t around people would ask other patrons on how to operate the machines and 

especially seniors were glad to instruct and tell stories to younger people on how listen to 

music in the old days also was a social thing and not just something you stream of the internet 

in tiny headphones while you commute. Along with the exhibition we also had really nerdy 

workshops with cutting your own vinyl, where all the geeks came out of their hiding and got 

together with others who shared their passion, people with an age span of 18-65 years of age 

talked vinyl and recording techniques, what other place than a library could something like 

this happen? 

Within the library working with makerculture, and the shift from our patrons not just 

attending the library to participating and interacting with the library, has set some new 

standards for how you work as a librarian. The shift from communicating books and other 

media to facilitating meetings between people is not an easy job. There is no hiding behind a 

desk and you have to get involved yourself, when doing an activity. This also set new 

standards for how you are trained as a librarian, not only do you need to be an expert, but you 

also have to be a motivator and able to inspire and engage people. 

 

People’s Lab People’s Lab is a two year development project that will examine how libraries in 
collaboration with their various partners can create open innovation environments 

The project is inspired by Makerspaces or Hacker Spaces, and when creating People’s Lab we 
will transfer and translate thoughts and experiences from Makerspaces to a library context. If that’s possible, how should they be planned and organized. Makerspaces or Hackerspaces are 

physical locations where people with common interests meet to share, collaborate and create 

projects. Often Makerspaces focus is on the development of new technological products and 

the Makerspaces provide expensive tools. 

Why Maker Spaces and Makerculture in libraries? The library can and should play an important role in promoting citizens’ desire and ability to 
innovate. The library is the organization that can facilitate meetings between people, 

knowledge areas, media, communication forms, etc. This is the reason why the library has a 

clear potential in becoming the place where citizen-made ideas can be developed and carried 

out. 

The project vision 

The project creates specific concepts and strategies on how libraries can support innovation 



processes in the community. The core elements are knowledge and culture and the ability to 

blend knowledge domains, which would not normally be blended. Research and partnerships 

are used actively in the project design. 

Organisation 

The project is created in collaboration between the Main Library Aarhus, Roskilde Libraries, 

University of Aarhus and Roskilde University.  The project is supported by the Danish Agency 

for Culture. 

Appendix 

Recommandations:  

When working with Makerculture it is important that: 

- You create together with your community not for it. Get the citizens involved from the beginning, ownership is a process; don’t reduce your community to just guests 

-ǲDo it yourselfǳ is important, but ǲDo it togetherǳ is more important. It is in the community, 

the network, where you create and share your ideas.  

-The Clout of maker culture is determined by its community.  

-Create opportunities for engagement at different levels, no one starts out as an expert 

-Focus on learning as something also done with your hands; skills are created by making, 

touching and participating. 

-Have different thresholds for your activities; make some for novices, and some for the 

experts. 

- Build a frame around the space, the activities and processes you want to facilitate so the citizens can easily see what’s going on. But be willing to change and expand the frame so ideas aren’t limited. 
-Don’t clean up all the time. Creativity and new ideas come from chaos and mess. 
-People are more important than technology and machines 

-Put yourself in the game. Lead by example and don’t be afraid to make mistakes. Use your 
own personal skills and creativity. 

 Remember: You don’t need a Makerspace to work with makerculture. 

 

For further information don’t hesitate to contact us 

Allan Thomsen Volhøj 

allantv@roskilde.dk 

Henriette Dybdal 

henriettedy@roskilde.dk 

mailto:allantv@roskilde.dk
mailto:henriettedy@roskilde.dk


IFLA Public Libraries Satellite

#IFLAPubLib

In collaboration with Sponsored by

IFLA Public Libraries Satellite: 

Public library futures in a global 

digital world

12-13 August 2014

Library of Birmingham, UK



IFLA Public Libraries Satellite

#IFLAPubLib

In collaboration with Sponsored by

Keynote: Bexar County BiblioTech - Bringing 

the library to the public

Laura Cole, Special Projects Coordinator, 

Bibliotech, San Antonio, Texas





HISTORY

Brainchild of Judge Nelson Wolff

• Designed for – not adapted to – the digital age

2 Primary Goals

 Break down barriers to reading

 Meet needs of low income communities

$2.2 Million in Capital Expenditures – Start Up

 Savings from other capital projects

 Private donations

11 Months from concept to launch

 Doors opened September 14, 2013



MISSION
Provide all Bexar County residents technology access 

to enhance literacy,

promote reading as recreation

and equip residents of our community with necessary 

tools to thrive as citizens of the 21st century.



WHY IT MATTERS
True literacy extends beyond the ability to read

– skills to gain meaning

– effectively communicate

Digital literacy is more than knowing how to use 
technology

– locate, organize, understand, evaluate, and analyze 

information using digital technology

– Lack of these skills = functional illiteracy

Through BiblioTech, we are able to advance 
traditional and digital literacy



WE’RE ALL ABOUT ACCESS
First of its kind, BiblioTech offers a digital alternative to traditional 
public libraries

Instead of public going to the library, 
BiblioTech e-library brings the library directly to the public

No physical barrier to access 

No financial barrier to access



READING IN YOUR HANDS 

NOT BEHIND OUR WALLS



DIGITAL VS. PHYSICAL
Digital libraries are uniquely positioned to serve 

disadvantaged users

– Disabled 

– Patrons in Rural Areas

– Elderly

Bricks and mortar libraries more than book repositories

– ͞Third Place͟

– Learning Hubs

– Community Gathering Space

– Distribution Site



PILOT
County-Owned facility located 3505 Pleasanton Road

• Opened to the public September 14, 2013

• Approximately 4,800 sf

Configuration:

• Digital reading room

• 2 group study rooms

• Children’s area

• Lounge

• Café

Equipment includes:

• 48 deskstop computers

• 200 children’s readers

• 600 e-ink readers for external circulation

• 45 Ipads available for internal use

• 10 laptops available for internal use
• 4 surface tables

• Adaptive technology



LIBRARY RESOURCES 
E-books

Audio Books

Databases

Movies

Music 

TV Shows

Magazines

Comics and Graphic Novels

Language Learning

Software Learning

Adaptive Technology

Live Chat

AMAZING STAFF!



VIDEO LINK

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QtvytxreYlc


PROGRAMMING
• Blogging for Seniors

• Genealogy

• Music Theory

• Virtual Book Club

• Robotics

• Coding for Kids

• 90 Second Newberys

• ACA Enrollment

• Tiny Techolotes 



EMPHASIS OUTREACH







MEET TECHOLOTE!
Bexar County AR App







COMMUNITY PARTNERS
HEB

Local Schools

SA Reads

San Antonio Spurs Foundation

San Antonio Lighthouse for the Blind



ADAPTIVE TECHNOLOGY

Christian

Betina

VIDEO LINK

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eIJQn7u0j1I


EXTENDING OUR REACH
• 1st BiblioTech satellite 

in Central Jury Room

January 15, 2014

• MATCH Program

• Juvenile Probation

• Warrior and Family 

Support Center BiblioTech 

• Overseas Military

• School E-reader Rollout



PROGRESS…
• Over 29,000 registered patrons

• 83,950 on-site patrons 

• 154 outreach events

• Outreach impact 61,765

• 6,464 devices circulated

• 53,190 e-books circulated

• 249,594 website visits





www.bexarbibliotech.org
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