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Engaging Beyond Our Walls
Libraries connecting communities through outdoor games and stories



Different technology 
(infrastructure)

Image source: Apple Vision Pro press release, January 8, 2024

https://www.apple.com/newsroom/2024/01/apple-vision-pro-available-in-the-us-on-february-2/


Different technology 
(infrastructure)

Protected bike lane image via NYC DOT: https://www.nycstreetdesign.info/geometry/protected-bike-lane

Image source: Apple Vision Pro press release, January 8, 2024

https://www.nycstreetdesign.info/geometry/protected-bike-lane
https://www.apple.com/newsroom/2024/01/apple-vision-pro-available-in-the-us-on-february-2/


Different technology 
(infrastructure)

Protected bike lane image via NYC DOT: https://www.nycstreetdesign.info/geometry/protected-bike-lane

Ebike program of the City of Concord Public Library

https://www.nycstreetdesign.info/geometry/protected-bike-lane
https://concordnh.gov/1889/Word-on-the-Street---eBike-Bookmobiles


Different technology 
(infrastructure)

Photograph by Maria Avila of BART, as seen in a 

Bloomberg story on the BART vending machines

Protected bike lane image via NYC DOT: https://www.nycstreetdesign.info/geometry/protected-bike-lane

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-05-24/bart-vending-machines-dispense-stories-to-entice-riders
https://www.nycstreetdesign.info/geometry/protected-bike-lane


Different technology 
(infrastructure)

Protected bike lane image via NYC DOT: https://www.nycstreetdesign.info/geometry/protected-bike-lane

Photograph by Maria Avila of BART, as 

seen in a Bloomberg story on the 

BART vending machines

Tap payment system 

on public transit, 

photograph via 

Wikpedia by user 

ROTRANSIT

https://www.nycstreetdesign.info/geometry/protected-bike-lane
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-05-24/bart-vending-machines-dispense-stories-to-entice-riders
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transit_Access_Pass#/media/File:2nd_Gen_TAP_card_reader.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transit_Access_Pass#/media/File:2nd_Gen_TAP_card_reader.jpg


Photograph by Maria Avila of BART, as seen in a 

Bloomberg story on the BART vending machines

Different technology 
(infrastructure)

Amanda 

Barrows has 

placed a 

“poetry 

nightstand” in 

parks around 

San Francisco; 

images 

courtesy her 

instagram feed 

and this SF 

Gate story

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-05-24/bart-vending-machines-dispense-stories-to-entice-riders
https://www.sfgate.com/sf-culture/article/poetry-nightstand-in-sf-parks-17659764.php
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Book:

https://benjaminstokes.net/locally-played/

https://benjaminstokes.net/locally-played/


What did they make?



Milton Public Library
Milton, WI

Photographs courtesy of the Milton Public Library



Milton Public Library
Milton, WI

Photographs courtesy of the Milton Public Library



Milton Public Library
Milton, WI

Photographs courtesy of the Milton Public Library



Milton Public Library
Milton, WI

Photographs courtesy of the Milton Public Library



Milton Public Library
Milton, WI



Values 

at Play
(Flanagan & 

Nissenbaum, 2017)





Photographs courtesy of the DC Public Library



Bellows Falls, VT

So many partners: Rockingham Free Public Library, Bellows Falls Historical 

Society, the Town of Rockingham, the Rockingham Historic Preservation 

Commission, and the Bellows Falls Downtown Development Alliance Photographs courtesy Rockingham Free Public Library



Women’s History Museum 
with the DC Public Library

Photographs courtesy of the DC Public Library



Storywalk Remix
(with photo collecting)
in Spooner, WI

Players send in their photos:

Photographs courtesy of Spooner Memorial Library



Values 

at Play
(Flanagan & 

Nissenbaum, 2017)



Grand Ledge 

Area District 

Library, MI

Photographs courtesy of Grand Ledge Area District Library



Umatilla Public Library, FL
Photographs courtesy of Umatilla Public Library



Umatilla Public Library, FL

Photographs courtesy of Umatilla Public Library



The Casa Peralta 

Tiles

(San Leandro, CA)





Arrowhead Library
Arrowhead, MN

Paper 

prototyping





Brookings Historical 

Texting Tour 

(Brookings, SD)



Values 

at Play
(Flanagan & 

Nissenbaum, 2017)



Our authoring tool 
for connected play… no coding needed

free and open-source…

Card metaphor Story diagram





Great use of index cards…

From a library in fall 2022:

“what I did was...made 

index cards for 

organization. This is a 

sample of blank cards. 

There are more.

Like writing a screenplay 

or a poem, it's important 

to have the format in 

mind when drafting your 

story.  So by having the 

cards pre-made it forces 

us to think in that 

branching fashion. Also 

to keep the text very 

short.”



Step 1: Opening lines

(with zest and often a rewarding photo, joke, or insight)

1

2

Dialog prototyping

● Yellow post-its = what we say or show (our protagonist)

● Green post-its = what the patron texts back

3



https://playfulcity.net/go/ebow/recipe-book/

https://playfulcity.net/go/ebow/recipe-book/






Technique: 

Tasting Menus

42

Recipe Book 2024, Playful City Lab

Success stories bring a wonderful concreteness to the 
imagination. Read about as many as you can… or try a 
few!

Image by Schellack: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tasting_menu#/media/File:Rokusan-tei_first_course.JPG

>> Try our sampler of EBOW projects: 
https://playfulcity.net/go/ebow/tasting-menu/

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tasting_menu#/media/File:Rokusan-tei_first_course.JPG
https://playfulcity.net/go/ebow/tasting-menu/


For more on game-based activities, read our book 
“Locally Played” by Prof. Benjamin Stokes (pages 8-10 in 
particular)

Try to amplify any one 
of the three elements from the definition:

Game-based activities
structure participation through…

Seasoning: 

Borrow from 
Game Design

We can borrow from the emerging science and art of 
game design – even when we are not making games! 

It turns out that interactive stories and engagement 
activities benefit from some of the same principles. 

1. Playful challenges. For example, are you bringing a playful spirit 
into transition lines of dialog? Are you trying to give participants a 
challenge rather than make everything boringly obvious? 

2. Feedback loops. For example, when a 
participant makes a choice, do you 
compliment them on it, or show them the 
implications in a wonderfully exaggerated 
way?

3. Uncertain outcomes.
For example, can you ask participants 
to reflect on something that is always changing, like a park bench or the length 
of a shadow? Can you introduce an element of randomness in who your 
participants will meet, or what conversations they will have?

43
Recipe Book 2024, Playful City Lab

https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262043489/locally-played/


Playful Tech can be accessible, cheap  (sometimes both!)

a) QR codes for phone numbers, text messages, 

or loading a hidden slide → plenty of free tools

b) Google Voice – works for gathering input, 

and coordinating teams (by hand)

c) Apps like Action Bound (price depends on library service size)

d) Chalk for choices, maps as menus, push buttons 

e) RFID cards for iPhones or Android phones
→ this is coming for all phones, although diverging standards make this a bit unpredictable

f) Twilio Studio → anyone can create a voice or sms decision tree

You can buy buttons like these 

from AdaptiveTech.com

https://en.actionbound.com/
https://www.adaptivetechsolutions.com/pd-talk-about-communicator/


Pricing: 

~ 1 cent per text or multimedia message sent/received

~ 30 cents for a half hour of voice calling





Get notified

…when our reports

(and more recipes) 

launch

https://playfulcity.net/go/connect/

https://playfulcity.net/go/connect/


Mobile and Urban Tech

2007: iPhone launch
turning point for smart screen

2008: Twilio launch 
(cloud telephony)

2009: Open data movement

Enabled storytelling tied to live data on 

pollution, bus times, housing, etc.

2019: Smartphone ownership 81%
of U.S. adults

2021: QR codes go mainstream
during pandemic in US

2022: ChatGPT recenters the chatbot

Movement for Libraries as 

Creative Hubs/Beyond Walls
Game/Play Movement

1960s: Bookmobiles in 2000+ towns 
(growth since first in US in 1906)

1976: Tool lending library launches
in Columbus

2011: First makerspace in the 21st C 

model opened in Fayetteville Free Library

2017: ‘Placemaking’ featured at ALA
as a core contribution of libraries

2018: Palaces for the People book
helps recenter the library as social infrastructure 

for neighborhoods

2021: Pandemic story walks created
at ~500 libraries in the US

1920-50: Playground movement

1985: Carmen Sandiego launches

2004: Launch of Games for Change -
the global movement hub for games tied to social issues

2007: Gamers in the Library book
recognizes the power of video game tournaments in libraries.

2009: University degrees in game design
Reaches 250 in USA (none a decade prior)

2012: NEA recognizes games as art

2016: Pokémon GO release shifts our 

imagination of play in public space

2022-23: EBOW attracts library applicants from 

more than 100 cities and towns

3 Timelines Converge



Recipes:

https://playfulcity.net/go/ebow/

Benjamin Stokes
American University

David Quick
DC Public Library

Play

& make

locally!

Get out there…

https://playfulcity.net/go/ebow/
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