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The LIT Room: 
Where Words Become Worlds 
 
I. Summary 

 
The LIT Room is an interactive space designed by 
the Richland Public Library and Clemson University 
to revamp the reading experience for children. A 
team led by George Schafer, a Clemson doctoral 
student, designed the room hoping to make reading a 
multi-sensory learning experience.  Funded by the 
National Science Foundation, the room is located in 
Columbia, South Carolina, where it was unveiled in 
April 2015 and plans to remain open until the end of 
the year. The purpose of the room is to combine 
reading with movement and visual and audio effects 
in order to bring reading and storytelling to life. 
Located adjacent to the children’s section of the 
library, the room’s outside placement creates an 
imaginative learning place separate from the rest of 
the library. Schafer’s goal is to change how children 
approach reading by combining literature with 
technology. He hopes to make reading more 
enjoyable as part of Richland Library’s 2015 
Summer Learning Challenge initiative.  
 

II. Description 
 
Conceptualized by George Shafer, Keith Green, and 
Ian Walker, the project began in 2013 when the 
group wanted to design an environment that 
represents the changes of the literary world in the 21st century due to technology. They 
aimed to create something that would inspire children to read, integrating the space in a 
public library, therefore making it accessible to all. Working with Clemson University, 
Richland Library, and two South Carolina school districts, Shafer and his team were 
awarded a grant from the National Science Foundation for approximately $200,000 to 
complete this project. The room was designed to prove that “that literacy can be cultivated 
in a space that is at once physical and digital and evocative of the book being read.”1 
 

                                                
1 "Research Areas." NSF Award Search: Award#1352992. National Science Foundation, 2013. Web. 08 June 2015. 
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The space itself is a 12x14 foot 
semi-open area in the children’s 
section of the library, designed 
for about six children and one 
adult (but can realistically fit 
more). Found on the first floor, 
the LIT Room is made up of 
structures that make up the 
walls. However, the panels do 
not fully enclose the, but rather 

outline the perimeters of it. Each of the four panels is composed of lights that change color 
while the 3-D elements of the wall retract and expand, as if the room were breathing. The 
robotic walls are made up of geometric and oval shapes, each different than the next. There 
is also an overhang of the same nature as the ceiling of the room. Each panel can also move 
independently; not all four panels have to move at the same time. The room also makes soft 
noises in the background, tonal notes 
that can create a sense of calmness or 
suspense, depending on the desired 
effect.  
 
Located in the corner of the room is a 
tablet interface that controls the colors, 
motions, and sounds of the rooms. The 
room can be programmed by the 
librarian or by the children, if they are 
under supervision. The tablet is locked 
to a stool grounded to the floor of the 
room. 
 

III. Research Context 
 
The motivation behind the LIT Room stems from wanting to improve literacy in the United 
States, a nationwide problem due to the fact that 14% of Americans are still illiterate. Just as 
shockingly, 50 million Americans cannot read above the 5th grade level.2 Children who are 
read to at a young age are more likely to foster healthy reading habits versus children who 
are not read to. Shafer and his team propose that by integrating technology into the reading 
environment at an early age, literary will be promoted. The name, LIT Room (pronounced 
‘lit’ room rather than L-I-T), is also a play on words, evoking both “literature” and 
“lighting.”3 

                                                
2 Schafer. G, Green, K. E., Walker, I. D. and Lewis, E.  A Networked Suite of Mixed-Technology Robotic Artifacts 
for Advancing Literacy in Children. Proceedings of IDC 2012: the International Conference on Interaction Design 
and Children, June 12-15, Bremen, Germany, Germany, pp. 168-171. 8 June 2015 
3 Rantin, Bertram. "High-tech Touches Make for a Tantalizing Story Time." The State. N.p., n.d. Web. 8 June 2015. 
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Aside from being visually appealing and exciting, the LIT Room is designed for a place of 
research. Placed in a public location, children of all ages can access the room. While the 
study is still in progress, the goals of the LIT Room are as stated in the initial publication: 
• “To iteratively design a technologically sophisticated robotic environment at room-

scale that fosters literacy acquisition for at-risk populations in an increasingly digital 
society; 

• To develop controls for a suite of mixed-technology (continuum and modular) robotic 
artifacts; 

• To design a novel continuum (e.g. compliant) robotic surface employing tendons; 
• To implement this robotic environment in-situ at a large public library to ensure 

children comfortably engage the technology; 
• To evaluate the project through four iterative, formative evaluation cycles, one 

remedial cycle, and one summative cycle, and 
• To extend the reach of this robotic environment beyond the confines of the public 

library by providing a series of outreach projects aimed at fostering literacy, 
enhancing participants’ interest in STEM, and providing affordable mechanisms to 
bring robotics into classrooms and homes.”4 
 

The investigators study the responses of 
children age four to eight, examining their 
reactions to the mechanical room. The 
children provide feedback on what does and 
does not make the LIT room engaging. 
 
The project is also a social experiment. 
While long-term effects cannot be measured 
just yet, the LIT Room can be used to 
determine how environment affects reading 
habits and the enjoyment of reading. By 
combining print reading in a mechanical 
environment, the project fuses traditional 
practices with contemporary technology.  

 
IV. Technical Analysis 

 
Shafter and his team placed the LIT Room outside as a place escape for children. Without 
doors or solid walls, the room is not fully closed off, but rather more of a framework. The 
actual use of the room is quite simple; it is predominately an experience to accompany 
reading. The intended users of the room are children, as they listen to books being read to 
them by librarians, parents, etc. The room is only accessible during operating hours of the 

                                                
4 Schafer. G, Green, K. E., Walker, I. D. and Lewis, E.  A Networked Suite of Mixed-Technology Robotic Artifacts 
for Advancing Literacy in Children. Proceedings of IDC 2012: the International Conference on Interaction Design 
and Children, June 12-15, Bremen, Germany, Germany, pp. 168-171. 8 June 2015 
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Richland library, but can be used by any children accompanied by adults. The room can also 
be used independently outside of story time. 
 
The adult or librarian has the responsibility of setting the room’s lighting, movements, and 
sounds. The table interface is kid friendly and iss mostly utilized during community story 
time, when the librarian can change the dynamics of the room as the story changes. For 
example, if the librarian is reading Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, he or she can turn 
the lights red and quicken the movements of the panels to mirror a scene during a fight. Vice 
versa, the room can also adapt to happier scenes, turning colors such as blue and purple 
while playing light, tonal sounds.  
 
The environment that the room adapts is dependent 
on the creativity of those controlling the room. 
Different colors and sounds change how the 
audience engages in the story. Therefore it would 
be inappropriate for the room to make joyful 
sounds while Harry Potter recounts his parent’s 
death. If the room is to be used during independent 
reading, the light can change colors gently without 
making distracting noises and movements. The 
mechanical aspects of the panels can be turned on 
and off; each aspect can act independently of the 
other.  

 
V. Evaluation of Opportunities / Limitations  

 
The LIT Room is an experimental learning space 
that aims to adapt to 21st century. Children are 
exposed to all kinds of technology that distract 
them from traditional forms of reading; therefore, 
the LIT room attempts to weave the two together. 
This project presents the opportunity to foster a 
love for reading by creating an environment where children can fully immerse themselves in 
the book. By garnering a love for reading, children can practice healthy habits to increase 
literacy and expand their minds. Children are also exposed to aspects of the technological 
world. The robotic elements of the room can inspire children to learn more about how these 
aspects do they things they do.  
 
Through its visual appeal, the LIT Room tackles the problem of distraction with distraction. 
Children tend to have a hard time sitting still, so the LIT room gives them something that is 
interactive, while still engaging to the story. The lights and sounds are meant to bring 
fictional books into reality by creating an atmosphere meant to foster creativity. This 
engages visual and auditory learners by bringing stories to life. 
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Limitations to the success on the LIT Room depend on individual preference. Some children 
might find the room appealing, while others might find it disrupting. Also, it is hard to 
ensure that children, when not in group story time, will use the space for reading instead of 
playing. If children read independently, there is no way to guarantee that the lights and 
sounds reflect each of their books. The room is more adjustable to group settings, but not 
everyone in the intended audience can make it to its scheduled use. 

 
The space itself is also limiting; the room is small, 
supposedly built for only six children. While this 
project is innovative and new, larger versions of the 
LIT Room can accommodate larger groups. The 
project is only accessible to demographics in the 
area; it would be interesting to see if libraries 
across the United States could sustain and afford 
ventures like the LIT room. Children at the highest 
risk for illiteracy tend to come from low-income 
areas, therefore a $200,000 installment in a local 
library might not be feasible nor practical.  

 
In addition, the results of the project are also 
hard to gauge, due to the early nature and lack 
of measurable data. However, current feedback 
has been positive, inspiring a similar, small-
scale piece of tech called the LIT Kit. Like the 
Room, the Kit utilizes light, sound, and 
movement to create a pleasurable reading 
environment in classrooms and homes. Inspired 
by its predecessor, the Kit is just one of many 
projects taking the steps to integrate reading 
and technology. 
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VI. Resources for Further Study 
 
• Article by The State introducing the LIT Room: 

http://www.thestate.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/bertram-
rantin/article22837092.html 

• Clemson University on the LIT Room: 
http://workgroups.clemson.edu/AAH0503_ANIMATED_ARCH/research-
LITROOM.html 

• National Science Foundation – LIT Room Award Abstract: 
http://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1352992 

• Publication on the LIT Room: 
http://workgroups.clemson.edu/AAH0503_ANIMATED_ARCH/linked%20docs/IDC%
202012_LIT%20ROOM.pdf 

• Building the LIT Room:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xTFivScbmgk  

• Videos of the LIT Room in Action:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_9l-IahD8fw  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SjH-mNwzi7k#t=220     
 

 
VII. Points for Expansion  
  

• Publication on the LIT Kit: 
http://workgroups.clemson.edu/AAH0503_ANIMATED_ARCH/linked%20docs/Green
_DIS2014%20.pdf 

• Huffington Post – 8 Ways Libraries Are Making Learning Fun: 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/jordan-lloyd-bookey/8-awesome-ways-libraries-
_b_7157462.html 
 

 


