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I
nspired by the Google Fiber 
project soon to begin deploy-
ment in their city, librarians in 
Kansas City, Kan., are leading 
the way in a new national initia-

tive – the K-20 Librarian. The first local 
consortium, initiated by the KCK Public 
Library, is a collaboration of school, pub-
lic and academic librarians who aim to 
use Google’s gigabit network to extend 
distance learning and resource sharing. 

Libraries can be more effective as 
community technology hubs if they join 
forces. However, U.S. library systems 
have never succeeded at pooling their re-
sources. Though public libraries, school 
libraries and university libraries perform 
similar functions, they have little else in 
common. They serve different popula-
tions, are governed differently, depend 
on different funding sources and have 
dissimilar cultures and traditions.

Recently, two organizations have tried  
to help libraries fulfill their roles as 
technology enablers: Digital Village, a 
Sausalito, Calif., consulting firm that 
specializes in organizing public-private 
partnerships, has campaigned to bring 
next-generation Internet connectivity 
into every community through public 
libraries, and Internet2 launched a K20 
Initiative that brings together primary 
and secondary schools, colleges and 
universities, libraries and museums to 
extend new technologies, applications, 
middleware and content to all educa-
tional sectors. 

The educaTion conTinuum 
Now Digital Village and Internet2 have 
collaborated to launch the K-20 Librar-
ian project, an initiative that aims to 
make librarians the connective tissue 

of a national education continuum. In 
Kansas City, the group hopes to serve 
as a distributed test lab, exploring ap-
plications that use very fast Internet 
connectivity, immersive technologies 
and multiuser digital environments for 
educational, cultural and civic purposes. 

Members of the collaboration, in 
addition to Digital Village, include the 
KCK Public Library, the KCK School 
District, KCK Community College, the 
University of Kansas Libraries, John-
son Community College, the State Li-
brary of Kansas, Kan-ed (a consortium 
of nearly 900 schools, higher education 
institutions, libraries and hospitals) and 
KanREN (the Kansas state research and 
education network). The group is still 
adding members, and it invites participa-
tion by librarians of all types.

formula for success
Joe Reardon, mayor of Kansas City, wel-
comes the initiative, saying, “Our com-
munity’s partnership with Google Fiber 
is helping spur new opportunities and 
initiatives like the KCK K-20 Librar-
ian consortium. This leveraging of more 
robust broadband connectivity with en-
hanced learning and cooperation is part 
of what I believe is the formula for suc-
cess in communities in the future.”

Says KCK school superintendent 
Dr. Cynthia Lane, “The K-20 Librarian 
Initiative, together with the Google Fi-
ber project, will provide students in the 
Kansas City, Kan., public schools with 
tremendous opportunities to harness the 
full power of the Internet in order to ex-
pand and deepen their learning. From 
technologies such as videoconferencing, 
online and distance learning, to ideas 
and technologies yet to be invented, 
Google Fiber will help district students 

connect to the broader world and de-
velop the skills that will allow them to 
graduate college career ready.”

Jennifer Church-Duran, assistant 
dean for user services at the University 
of Kansas Libraries, says consortium 
members have begun brainstorming 
ideas that will benefit all the libraries. 
“There’s added value the whole way 
around,” she says. “We’re talking about 
innovative ways to use high-definition 
videoconferencing to deliver instruc-
tion, leveraging the fact that public li-
braries will have Google access.” 

Many local school districts can’t 
afford foreign-language instruction, 
advanced science courses or university-
credit courses for their students. This 
collaboration hopes to make such offer-
ings available for the first time. (Fund-
ing for most of these projects is still  
uncertain.)

Church-Duran expects many more 
innovative projects to emerge from the 
brainstorming sessions – for example, 
providing students with online access to 
research data and scientific instruments, 
as well as virtual tours of museums. She 
says the K-20 group plans to work on 
content and organizational issues as well 
as technology. “Our goal is to be the 
connective tissue, not to facilitate just 
technology but also services and educa-
tion,” she explains. 

In rural areas, students will have to 
visit their local libraries to tap into re-
sources from other libraries. Within 
Kansas City, though, some students will 
have access to gigabit services through 
the Google network, and the K-20 group 
can make resources available to students 
at home. “Google Fiber is an excellent 
tool for that,” Church-Duran says. v
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