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ABSTRACT
Reading as a hobby or out-of-school reading is a mostly
individual activity. Moreover, some research has been done on
collaboration in out-of-school reading [4, 7]. These studies have
been done on users of Digital Libraries. Currently access to
Digital Libraries such as International Children’s Digital Library
(ICDL) is possible worldwide. The interaction between the users
of such Digital Libraries and the Digital Library is clear,
however the interaction between the users of these Digital
Libraries is not as clear. To create a sociable and collaborative
environment for users of Digital Libraries, I have chosen
participatory design. It is allowing me to have the users as
design partners as well as research partners. This report is going
to illustrate the challenges and findings that I discovered during
the first workshop for creating a sociable and collaborative
environment in Digital Libraries.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Creators of online digital libraries have recognized the benefit of
making their content available to users around the world, not
only for the obvious benefits of broader dissemination of
information and cultural awareness, but also as tools for
empowerment and strengthening community [1]. As an
example, the creators of The International Children’s Digital
Library (ICDL) project tried to address the needs of both
international and intergenerational users [1]. In the current
implementation of ICDL, reading the books is either a solitary
activity or one that takes place with others who are co-present
with the reader: a younger child together with a parent or
perhaps an older sibling sitting together in front of a computer
screen [2].
Through studying and examining the research done in projects
such as Greenstone project in New Zealand [3], researchers have
realized beyond accessibility, digital libraries have enormous
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potential for empowerment and building community, especially
in developing countries [1]. This background study has helped
ICDL team to mainly identify and focus on two aspects. First,
while other digital libraries target one or a few cultures, ICDL’s
audience includes potentially every culture and language in the
world. Although they have started off with only English and few
cultural aspects, they are continuing towards the final goal of
covering all languages and all cultures. Second, the content is
not localized. For example in the technical part they have been
trying to make in compatible with all the browsers as well as any
Internet speed [1].
The ICDL project mainly had two steps: Internationalization and
localization. The term localization is not simply a matter of
language translation, but involves technical, national, and
cultural aspects of the software. However, the most challenging
part perhaps is the fact that cultural differences must be
addressed [1]. Hofstede defines culture as “the collective mental
programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of
one group or category of people from another.” [5]. These
groups might be defined by national, regional, ethnic, religious,
gender, generation, social class, or occupation differences [5].
In order to investigate the different aspects of sociability and
collaboration between users when they are interacting with
stories, I have set us a workshop. The focus on this workshop
was on how the chosen group socializes with each other while
reading the story. Moreover, how and why their behavior
changes in each part of the workshop.

2. WORKSHOP USER SELECTION
The first step towards identifying the tools users need to
socialize and collaborate with each other within a DL (Digital
Library) was to carefully select a group of users who shared
some cultural backgrounds as well as having some differences in
their cultural backgrounds (Figure 1). The group consists of five
people between the ages of 26 and 36. One of the users is female
and other four are male. They all come from Iran, but from
different cities. Adel is a self-employed with a BA in
performance arts, Alemeh Studies English Literature, Ali and
Nasser study Human Rights, and Sina studies International
Relations. The mentioned group has been chosen according to
their differences and similarities in cultural levels according to
Hofstede [5]. The group shares the same nationality, however
they come from three different parts of the country. They are all
from the academically educated class, however in three different
fields of art, linguistics, and humanities. The reason for choosing
users from different fields is to see how each person with a

different mind set than others communicates with the others and
the group also what tools each of these individuals need in order
to communicate with each other and with the group.

white paper as well as taking notes on the post it papers (Figure
2).

Figure 2. Illustrations and notes on the white paper

Figure 1. Cultural background of the chosen group for the
workshop

3. THE WORKSHOP

The workshop was held on the evening of Wednesday 26th
October 2011 as the date and time was convenient for the
participants. During the workshop the participants were offered
snacks and beverage to create a friendlier environment. They
were told that the workshop was going to take three hours. The
participants were present at the meeting place at 19:00 and were
briefed about the workshop and all the details of the project. The
workshop had four parts. The story that they were going to work
on was divided into three equal parts and each part of the story
was given to the participants during the first three parts of the
workshop. The fourth part of the workshop was a reflection part
in the form of a conversation between the participants and I
about their experiments and challenges. After the briefing about
the project, the participants were given the instructions to each
of the four parts of the workshop. The table on which they were
going to work on was covered with white papers allowing them
to use the entire surface. They were provided with coloured pen
and asked to choose one and use that through the workshop.

3.1 Part one
Before the start of part one of the workshop, the participants
were told the rules of the first part. The rules were as fallows:
•

Annotations of ideas, thoughts, comments, arguments,
etc. on individual post it papers and the post it papers
used in part one were to be private and they were not
allowed to share any of their information.

•

They were not allowed to talk to each other during this
part of the workshop.

•

They were allowed to use the white surface as they
pleased.

After being told the rules they decided to choose one amongst
them as the narrator. They chose Sina to be the narrator. As Sina
was reading the story all other participants were listening and
chose not to look at the text. They were taking notes and Adel
and Ali were making some illustrations and writing notes on the

Some of the notes from the first part:
•
Ali: “I bet Nasser wanted to be that prince.”
•
Nasser: “The story and the illustrations do not match.”
•
Sina: “I think every guy wants to be that prince. I
think all the guys here tonight are thinking about it.”
•
Alemeh: “ The king’s selfishness reminds me of all
the parents who only want to see their children
achieve what they couldn’t.”
•
Adel continued the story and gave it a twist to his
liking.

3.2 Part two
In this part of the workshop, some rules were changed. The
rules for this part of the workshop were as fallows:
•

Annotations of ideas, thoughts, comments, arguments,
etc. on shared post it papers and the post it papers used
in part two were to be used as a shared platform for all
of the participants.

•

They were not allowed to talk to each other during this
part of the workshop as well as the previous part,
however they could communicate with each other
through the shared post it notes.

•

They could take private notes on post it papers.

The participants chose to have a narrator for the second part as
well as the first part. They chose Sina as the narrator. With the
ability to share notes they started creating a thread of comments
rather than writing separately. And instead of using post it
papers for their private annotations, they chose to write on the
white paper. They used cross sign to show that they disagree
with a comment and used check mark to agree with a comment.
On several cases a number of different coloured check mars
appeared in front of a comment. As Sina was reading the story
to them he made minor mistakes in reading some words and he
had trouble reading two of the words. In those cases other
participants left comments about them. The content of the shared
annotations were different than the private ones. In the shared
notes participants were trying to create their own endings and
giving reasons to support their endings. Bellow is a note and the
comments that fallowed it:

•

The note: Sina: “The story is a bit of a cliché! There is
always a dad who terrorizes the plan. ”

•

The Comments: Nasser: “well, the father could not
just agree with their marriage.”

•

Alemeh: “But he could investigate everything himself
instead of sending people to do it.”

•

Adel: “After that he could find out that the boy is a
real prince and a war hero.”

•

Sina: “That can solve everything between both
countries and everyone can be happy.”

•

Written: Ali: “The princess has a sword and also a
flying carpet that she uses to sneak out of the castle
and…”

3.3 Part three
In this part of the workshop participants were given the new set
of rules. The rules were as fallows:
•

•

Annotations of ideas, thoughts, comments, arguments,
etc. on shared post it papers and the post it papers used
in part three were to be used as a shared platform for
all of the participants.
In addition to annotation, participants could freely talk
while reading the story.

Even with the restriction of no talking lifted from the
experience, participants voted Sina to be the narrator. In this part
of the workshop they started a conversation after the first person
wrote the first note (Figure 3). As Sina was reading through
others were creating alternate endings and sub-stories. Sina
himself started to take the story to – as he described it later – a
more interesting direction. He started to bring in other characters
that seemed more exciting to him and others – knowing that –
were encouraging him with creating sub-stories according to the
new characters he created. In this part, when the narrator made
mistakes in pronouncing a word others helped him by both
mentioning it on the notes and telling him. Moreover, they
continued to use the white paper as a private note and made
some notes private between two of them. As the story ended the
discussion over the sub-stories they made started. Some of the
verbal and written notes are as fallows:
•

Written: Sina: “If they had ogre guards, they could
stop the attach.”

•

Written: Adel: “I agree, then they could have a
counterattack and everyone would have a happy
ending.”

•

•

Verbal: Alemeh: “ Ogres are good but what if they
would let the princess decide for her own life and…
you know what! This story is a bad story for children
because they need to be taught that women and men
are equal. The princes should have defended herself
with a sword and faced her father herself.”
Verbal: Nasser: “I like your idea. There aren’t enough
stories like that.”

Figure 3. Participants shared notes and thoughts

3.4 Part four
In this part of the workshop the participants were asked about
their experiences and challenges in the three previous parts. In
addition, they were asked what tools could have been of their
assistant to them. Moreover, why they find those tools helpful in
their experience of reading a story with their friends.

3.4.1 Experiences
According to the participants the experience of not being able to
talk to the people that you are sharing the experience of reading
a story with is not unfamiliar to them. Because they have that
experience in the social medias like Facebook, youtube, and
Yahoo 360 and they are comfortable with that. However, when
they are given the choice and the equipments, they prefer to be
able to have a voice or video conversations. The example that
they provided for such software was Skype. Skype is a Voice
over Internet Protocol (VoIP) that allows users to have group
video and text conversations [6].
In addition, they liked to have the option of choosing a colour or
font when they are taking notes or commenting on the story or
other people’s comments. They used Yahoo Messenger and
MSN Messenger as an example. They mentioned that those
companies offered the option of changing the fonts, font size
and colour.
•

Alemeh: “I feel like I can express myself better when I
can change the font size and colour.”

•

Sina: “I used to use the colour red to type in when I
was angry and I think I could communicate that.”

•

Nasser: “Even though there were only a few fonts but
the collection was good enough

3.4.2 Challenges
The first challenge they mentioned was that since the verbal
comments and written ones in the third part complete each other,
the verbal ones need to be saved and placed in their right spot.

The example that that Alemeh gives is the way she can leave a
comment in the form of video or audio as well as text in
platforms such as Facebook and youtube.
The second challenge they faced was to express their take on the
story through the story’s illustrations. They explained that often
they come across stories that they feel that the illustrations are
not right for the story or do not match the story.
•

Sina: “If there were a pool of images that were
categorized and I could choose illustrations or pictures
from them and replace the old ones, I could
communicate better with the story.”

•

Adel: “But I want to be able to do my own
illustrations and add them to the story.”

4. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK
The workshop suggests that users need a variety of tools to
support their needs and to enable them to socialize with one
another. They need to be able to write and customize their text.
They need to be able to record videos. They also need to have
the ability to record voice. Moreover, they would like to have
the option of using images. In addition, they require being able
to customize privacy for their conversations.
In order to create a platform for users of Digital Libraries to be
able to socialize with each other, the platform needs to provide
customizable text. The text that users use to communicate with
each other needs to give them the ability to express their feeling.
•

Alemeh: “I would like to use Comic Sanc MS font
when I’m having a casual conversation and I’m
agreeing with the person I’m chatting with.”

•

Ali: “I used to change the font size to indicate that I’m
whispering.”

Having the ability to record a conversation or add videos is
another option that the platform should provide the users with.
Because according to the Participants, many important ideas can
only be communicated through videos or voice recordings.
•

Sina: “Sometimes I can show what I feel better than
writing it, or I find youtube videos that can
communicate what I want much better than text alone
can.”

To substitute the stories illustrations or add to them was another
inquiry of the users. The participants of the workshop required a
tool with in the platform that they can upload their chosen
images into the conversation or embed them into the story. Also
in addition to that, they imagined a pool of images that they
could choose from.
All in all, the workshop that has been presented in this paper is a
stepping-stone for the goal of creating a sociable and
collaborative platform for Digital Libraries. The next step for
pursuing that goal is to create a prototype and embed the
mentioned functions in it and have workshops with users
interacting with each other and stories in the created prototype

platform. The next set of workshops is going to be held in
Bladins International School in Malmö Sweden, as the target
group is children between 9-13 years of age. Finally, by March
2012 there is going to be an all-day workshop in the Kulturhuset
(the Culture House) in Stockholm Sweden. The latest prototype
is going to be used in that workshop.
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