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Owing to time and money crunches as well as lack of opportunity, many librarians do not have access to formal training venues such as conferences, continuing-education programs, and even some high-priced, high-bandwidth Internet-based learning. Rural librarians (both public and academic), community-college librarians, and K-12 school librarians are commonly underserved. 

Already-underserved librarians encounter even more barriers educating themselves about computers and the Internet: aging equipment, slow connections, lack of person-to-person interactivity, workstations on which new software cannot be installed, even website-blocking at work. Moreover, self-study via free educational resources on the Internet cannot replace formal continuing education. Some Internet resources are asynchronous, lacking interpersonal interaction and chances for extra assistance; some collect resources without creating a coherent educational experience; and none heed every professional’s need to document continuing-education efforts.

The authors combined commonly-available free and open-source technologies into “Five Weeks to a Social Library” (<http://www.sociallibraries.com/course/>) an Internet-based workshop on social software specifically targeted at underserved professionals. “Five Weeks” demonstrated that valuable training experiences can be provided over the Internet for vanishingly low monetary cost using commodity hardware and webhosts, open-source software, and free Internet services.

Since “Five Weeks” organizers were dispersed geographically, they managed the planning process via email, a wiki for collaborative authoring, and instant messaging after Skype conference calls glitched. Presentations (podcasts, screencasts, and synchronous webcasts) were solicited via CFP and selected by the organizing committee. Participants applied to the course with statements of means, interests, and the projected personal and library impact of participation; 40 participants were selected from a pool of 108.

The course was administered and run via a combined Drupal and MediaWiki installation on server space donated by organizers; some content resided (for convenience) on free third-party services such as blip.tv and XDrive. Participants did not pay to take the course, and course materials remained online and open-access during and after the course. Organizers preferred browser-based, low-bandwidth content delivery with the least possible installation burden whenever possible.

Organizers collected readings (nearly all open-access, allowing many people outside the course to follow along) and example cases for each course unit, and designed activities to get participants interacting with social software and generating relevant ideas to float at their libraries. Presentations were delivered as live webcasts (with the generous assistance of Online Programming for All Libraries), screencasts, and podcasts. Participants, presenters, and organizers interacted synchronously via scheduled and unscheduled group chats, as well as asynchronously on weblogs created for the course.

The one course component that could not be created via open-source software or free online services was live webcasting/videoconferencing. This may become easier in future as providers like Skype and Yugma look into it; however, professional organizations should consider supporting it.

Participants reacted extremely favorably to the course; its interactivity and supported experimentation were commonly praised. Several participants implemented one or more social-software tools at their libraries even before the course ended. Although many participants self-reported no or minimal social-software awareness and use at the course’s start, complaints about the technology employed during the course were limited to temporary glitches and firewall issues.

Although teaching social software by means of social software turned out pleasantly self-reinforcing, the authors believe the “Five Weeks” model is appropriate for other topics as well. The ideal course on the “Five Weeks” model:

· is designed with clear learning outcomes in mind

· provides both experiential and reflective learning

· involves multiple presentation modes (audio and video as well as text, synchronous and asynchronous interaction, etc.)

· allows participants to have many different conversations with different interlocutors about what they learn

· uses easy-to-learn, consumer-grade software (unintuitive tools become a barrier)

· has backup plans and workarounds for technology problems

· is open about the process (allowing criticism from inside and outside the project), as well as the product (licensing contributed content for reuse)

Organizing committees for similar courses should contain at least one member with sufficient technical expertise to install web applications on servers. Committees should also take full advantage of Web multimedia delivery. As available online training content mushrooms, course organizers should consider pulling it together with learning outcomes and synchronous interaction to create useful, résumé-worthy professional development opportunities.

