
The Civic Lab at Skokie Public Library: Year One 

What is the Civic Lab? 

The Civic Lab was debuted in late August 2016 as a mini boutique library 

exploring six issues of importance to the Skokie community: Black Lives Matter, 

climate change, immigration, income inequality, LGBTQQI, and reproductive 

justice. This two-month installation included curated micro-collections, 

resource lists including key definitions and further reading, voting and kitchen 

table conversation activities, and an assortment of story– and discussion-

based activities for youth and teens. 

After the initial boutique installation, the Civic Lab was transformed into a 

mobile pop-up library, with a curatorial team of staff leading pop-up 

installations on a wide range of topics at least twice each month. Some topics 

coincide with formal library programs, although most are derived from areas 

of interest to the community and issues in the news. In the first year of the Civic 

Lab, we’ve explored topics ranging from executive orders, the Supreme 

Court, and how a bill becomes a law to microaggressions, coming to 

America, and what it means to stand against racism. 

What began as a two-month installation curated by staff in a single library 

department has evolved into an ongoing initiative involving the support and 

expertise of staff across the library. Our shared goal for the Civic Lab remains 

to invite patrons and staff to explore and discuss curated resources related to 

topics in the news and of importance to the community, both through library 

collections and beyond. 

What makes a Civic Lab pop-up? 

Over the course of a year iterating what it means to pop up with the Civic 

Lab, we’ve developed some criteria for what elements lead to the best Civic 

Lab interactions. All Civic Lab pop-ups: 

 are listed in the program calendar on the library’s website, so that both 

planned participation and serendipitous discovery are possible; 

 are focused around a central topic, prompt, or question; 

 include activities to support the focus, such as visuals, activities, 

conversation starters, displays of library resources, timelines, etc.; 

 include a curated handout with information and resources on the focus; 

 are directly facilitated by a staff member, who both invites patrons to 

participate and interacts as a community member.  

The Civic Lab highlights staff information literacy expertise while exploring 

issues relevant to our service population. Patrons engage in personal, 

approachable, informal learning around major topics through reputable, 

curated resources—allowing them to first understand, and then respond to, 

topics in the news. 

29 Pop-Ups 

exploring   

18 topics 

596       

pop-up 
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15 staff 

involved 

from 5 

departments 



What are we learning? 

Much of what we’ve learned from our earliest pop-ups has 

been implemented into subsequent events. For example, 

we’ve learned just how vital it is for a library staff member to 

facilitate each pop-up—in essence, standing at the 

installation, inviting participation from passers-by, and making 

the topic of the pop-up more accessible for participants 

through guided interaction. 

We’ve learned that offering multiple modes for participation 

at even a single pop-up is beneficial. When patrons have the 

options to quietly peruse the pop-up and handout, respond 

to a conversation starter on a sticky note, and engage in 

direct conversation, the opportunity to engage in whatever 

manner feels more comfortable ultimately allows for greater 

participation by all interested patrons. In particular when 

exploring controversial or difficult topics, it is imperative to 

ensure that patrons who prefer it may simply take in the 

information provided rather than feel obligated to weigh in 

on a topic on which they may feel unsure or uninformed. 

We’ve also learned that gamification can be an incredible 

tool for an engaging Civic Lab activity. When we explored 

the topic of women historically not receiving recognition for 

their accomplishments, for example, we created a matching 

activity in which participants aimed to pair a woman’s 

accomplishment with her photo and name. This activity 

emphasized how many women are little known for their 

tremendous contributions while engaging participants in a 

low-stakes “game.” 

What’s next for the Civic Lab? 

We have three main objectives for the immediate future of 

the Civic Lab. First, to continue offering a minimum of two 

pop-ups each month for the foreseeable future. The work 

involved with this schedule will be distributed more broadly as 

a result of the second objective: to bring more staff from 

across the library into the Civic Lab, both as part of the 

curatorial team and as co-facilitators, subject area experts, 

and resource gatherers for specific topics. Finally, our ultimate 

objective is to have the Civic Lab pop up outside of library 

spaces. Potential pop-ups could take place at area schools, 

museums, and municipal sites to engage those publics in 

topics of interest and relevance without the travel burden of 

getting to the library. 

“You need to have good 

information in order to make 

up your own mind. If you have 

bad information, someone 

else is making up your mind 

for you.” 

 

- a pop-up participant 


