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[INTRO SLIDE]

Daniel Radcliff, who plays Harry Potter in the movie series, was interviewed recently and identified himself as "the only kid in the world who doesn't want an eighth Harry Potter book."  I think libraries are beginning to feel a bit the same way about the Internet in general and new Internet services in particular.  Yes, the Internet is a good thing, yes, increasing global communication is a good thing, yes, new services may provide users with valuable and interesting tools, but….  At the end of the day, it all means more work for us, doesn't it?  We had just gotten used to the users complaining about how Google's single text entry field search interface was infinitely superior to our online catalog, when all of a sudden they're changing their tune and asking why we don't allow them to do tagging and reviews, and why can't we do recommender services, and you know, Amazon actually delivers books to me at my home instead of making me trudge all the way to your library.  Users and publishers are creating new metadata schema that they expect us to support.  The IT world is creating a host of new standards and technologies that directly impinge on us but in the creation of which we have no role.  For many libraries, even major research libraries, the new Internet era is making us feel as if  
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we've suddenly awoken in a universe both vastly larger and lonelier than we ever imagined, 
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with dubious assistance from our own technological systems, 
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and forced to deal with a variety of (not particularly friendly) entities we've never encountered before.

Any examination of the variety of library discussion boards, mailing lists, blogs and even journal literature will reveal that librarians are confronting numerous problematic issues at the moment that can all be traced, directly or indirectly, to the rapid adoption of the Internet by the global community.  And there has been a great deal of insightful analysis and discussion of those problems, and of how we might change our systems, technology and work practices to try to cope with our new, changed environment.  But I think there has been something fundamental missing from many of these discussions, and that is an examination of how our social roles and practices as librarians may need to change to cope with the new environment in which we find ourselves.  What I'd like to do today is identify a few issues that have become particularly salient recently for research libraries in the U.S.;  then, with the assistance of the denizens of a slightly different imaginary future, talk about how we might alter our social behavior to better confront these issues, and finally talk a little bit about the role the library and information science education community might play in helping this process along.

[SLIDE 5]

Issue 1: Mass Digitization

A variety of research libraries have embarked on mass digitization projects.  My own university has recently announced it's joining the Google Book Search project as part of the 12 university consortium, the Committee on Institutional.  We’re also contributors to the Open Content Alliance.  The British Library has been working with Microsoft on its own mass digitization efforts.  There are some 28 different libraries involved in Google Book Search at this point, and a similar number contributing to the Open Content Alliance.  Microsoft’s Live Book Search is up to at least 6 partners (the BL, UC, Toronto, NYPL, Cornell, and the Amer. Museum of Vet. Med).

So there are two obvious questions that have come up with regards to mass digitization efforts for libraries: the first is the copyright question: May we digitize this material at all?  And the second is the money question: Assuming the answer to #1 is yes, how do we pay for it, now and in the future?

On the copyright question, I think there are a few things worthy of note here:  Libraries have reached very different decisions on what exactly they are comfortable digitizing, and the level of risk they are willing to assume with respect to potential copyright violation.  The British Library’s work with Microsoft has focused on out-of-copyright works.  The CIC agreement that UIUC is part of will be digitizing both out-of-copyright and in-copyright works.  I think the fact that the legal counsel for different research libraries are reaching different conclusions with respect to whether digitizing in-copyright works is fair use is a fairly good indication that no one's really certain whether these mass digitization efforts are legal for in-copyright material.  Within the U.S., the Authors Guild and the Association of American Publishers have filed suit against Google seeking an injunction against scanning in-copyright works.  The French Assoc. of Publishers and the publishing Group La Martiniere has filed suit against Google in the French courts. The likely outcome of the cases in the United States is unclear; most people are assuming there will be some kind of settlement, but no one is willing to bet on the terms of such a settlement.

I think it’s also worth noting that the agreement that the CIC signed with Google differs from previous library agreements in one very significant detail.  The CIC libraries are not getting digital copies of the in-copyright works returned to them, as they are in previous agreements in the Google library project.  Instead, copies of in-copyright works are being held in escrow by Google until such time as they enter the public domain, or the CIC reaches an agreement with copyright holders that includes the right to make a digital copy.  There has been a certain amount of speculation that this change represents an attempt on Google’s part to take a slightly more accommodating line with publishers as part of a larger effort to settle the pending lawsuits.  It's possible it also had something to do with risk-averse university counsel on the CIC’s part.  But regardless of the motivations, if the CIC agreement becomes the model for future agreements with libraries, we are facing an odd situation in which Google ends up holding a digital copy of our books, and we do not.  And if Google and the AAP do reach a settlement, I find it (unfortunately) very likely that that will become normal; Google and libraries will all be reaching licensing agreements with publishers, but Google will be negotiating from the position as the lead service for search and access on the web, while libraries are negotiating from the position of ordinary joes who happen to own a copy.  I think we know who’s going to get the more favorable licensing terms there.

On the money issue, one thing is very clear from all of this.  It is impossible for any research library to digitize their own collection using only their own funding.  If the BL can’t do it, if Harvard can’t do it, if UC can’t do it, no one can do it.  Any and all mass digitization efforts in libraries will be largely dependent on external corporate or government funding.  

Taken together, what this means is we have an environment of legal uncertainty with mass digitization efforts serving as a focal point for renegotiating the economic arrangements surrounding creation, distribution, storage and access to published material, and the search engine companies, publishers and libraries are all strongly implicated in these negotiations.  I think Google and the publishing community are very clear on the fact that this is a negotiating process, and also very clear on what their interests and goals are.  I think the variability in the agreements and arrangements that libraries are making for mass digitization is indicative of the fact that we, as a community, are NOT as clear on our own interests and what we want the outcome of these negotiations to be.  Some of this is the inevitable result of the fact that research libraries, unlike for-profit corporations, are driven by a variety of motives other than the financial.  But we have to define what we want our role to be when these negotiations are finished, and start working to achieve that, or we will find Google and the publishing community defining it for us.  And for our users.
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Issue 2: How to create/manage the metadata

Standards Explosion: A historical oversimplification (but not much of one)

Library Metadata, circa 1987: MARC, MARC, MARC and MARC

Library Metadata, circa 2007: MARC, MODS, METS, MADS, MIX, MPEG21, EAD, DC, FGDC, DDI, LOM, SCORM, IMS-CP, XFDU, ONIX, GEM, VRA, CDWA, PREMIS, ODRL, XrML, SMPTE-RP 210, AES-X098B and C, and so on.

There were other communities dealing with metadata in 1987, even communities within academia.  But their degree of overlap/interaction with libraries was minimal to the point of non-existence.  De facto standards like the OSIRIS format used by the ICPSR at Michigan for social science data sets and more formal standards like the Flexible Image Transport System (FITS) for interchange and archiving of data sets/images for the global astronomy community existed, but the library community was for the most part blissfully unaware of their existence and those communities were equally unaware of us.  In the new information environment of the Internet, that is no longer the case, and there are growing calls for libraries to support metadata standards not of our own invention.  We have also been doing quite a bit of inventing ourselves over the past few years as we’ve tried to develop new standards to handle data management issues arising from the increased creation, dissemination and use of digital files.  None of our existing systems have been designed to support these new metadata standards, and research libraries have desperately been trying to redesign their IT systems to support them with varying degrees of success.  

This has been complicated by the fact that we have been simultaneously working to try to integrate our ILS systems with outside systems (e.g., learning mgmt. systems, electronic resource mgmt. w/vendors, linking w/digital repositories, externally hosted content, etc.).  While systems integration is, when successful, a way to recover precious staff time for more useful work, it has meant in some cases biting off even more metadata translation/crosswalking issues than we already had to deal with.

Another problem research libraries in the U.S. are confronting is that we really weren't doing a fantastic job of keeping up with generating metadata before the Internet came along.  Then we began creating digital libraries to make our collections more widely available, and realized that for a variety of reasons (mainly uniqueness and out-of-copyright status), focusing on our special collections made sense.  But the vast majority of the special collections material that we've been focusing on has never had any significant item-level description in the past.  In doing so, we've managed a neat economic trick; increasing our cataloging backlog significantly without spending a dime to acquire new materials.

Of course, once we started trying to describe those special collection items, we discovered there were some very good reasons we hadn't described them before, beyond the economic.  We didn't know how.  Quite a bit of the primary source material in our special collections requires significant domain expertise to adequately describe, and we simply didn't have the requisite knowledge in-house.  Some research libraries in the U.S. have actually been (quietly) experimenting with the idea of collaborating with campus faculty (and their graduate students) to have them provide the needed intellectual description of the items, which our cataloging staff then format appropriately for inclusion in our systems.

You will note here, again, that while all of these issues that research libraries are confronting do have ramifications for our work practices and IT systems, they also all involve some degree of adjustment to our view of ourselves, and our social role with respect to a variety of other agents.  We are dealing with new metadata standards for data curation purposes because we have decided?/agreed? that keeping research data safe for posterity should be our job, and not the research scientists.  We have developed all of these new standards for describing and managing digital materials because we have decided that we need to be the repository and distributor of material we're digitizing, asserting what is, in fact a new social role for ourselves, as is digitizing itself.  Efforts to exploit faculty knowledge for the purpose of cataloging definitely is indicative of a very new and different relationship between the academic libraries and the communities we serve.
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Digital Preservation

So, it would be a bit of a misrepresentation to say that digital preservation is a new issue that research libraries are starting to worry about in the US.  It's actually a rather old issue and we've just started getting around to noticing it.  There are a variety of technological issues we could discuss with regards to digital preservation, but ultimately, the problem of keeping the bits around isn't the hard problem.  It may be an expensive problem, but not a particularly hard problem.  The larger issues around digital preservation that are making it particular intractable are again, problems about the social roles different agencies are going to play.

Who is responsible for preserving an electronic journal?  Us?  The Publishers?  Who is responsible for preserving a DVD of a small independent film?  I know the answer for that isn't the library, at least in the case of the US, because copying the information off the DVD would involve defeating a technological protection measure and that's illegal in the U.S., with no exception for preservation purposes.  When the public television system broadcasts a show in the U.S., with different credits, different sponsorship messages, and in some cases different content going to different markets, does it make sense for a library to serve as the archive of the content of the version received in their area, or should PBS be responsible for archiving it, since they're the only ones possessing the full set of materials involved in distributing the show?  If we need to maintain a paper copy of the JPEG2000 standard as part of the representation network needed to decode JPEG2000 files in the future, who's responsible for maintaining that? Who do we think should be responsible for this?  Who do we trust to do this?

Obviously implicated in many of these decisions is the related issue of who's going to pay for it?  We know enough about digital preservation at this point to know that it's not going to be cheap.  The costs of storage for the digital content, while they will inevitably drop, pail besides the costs of the staff time needed to manage the content and insure its longevity.  We are already starting to realize that the costs of maintaining a digital archive of our special collections content in research libraries are going to be significant.  Think about the costs the BBC is absorbing for their online video archive.  Think about what it would cost the British Library if you decided to digitize and make available all of your moving image material.  Then contemplate the costs if you decide to digitize those materials at 'preservation quality', with no compression.

The cost issues are implicated in another issue, how do we decide what to save?  There has been a sort of 'roach motel' mentality around digital repositories: content checks in, but it doesn't check out.  Since it's just bits, why not keep it around?  I think this attitude will fade quickly with the realization that the rate of increased production of content resulting from digital technologies means that the greatest obstacle to finding something is locating it in the vast sea of digital dross surrounding it.  We do have experience around issues of deaccessioning materials in libraries, but the new Internet paradigm is going to change those.  If we take up new roles such as curating data sets generated by the research community, we will inevitably find that our previous rules for when to keep and discard content are going to need to be adjusted to accommodate the mores and practices of other communities.
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Handling the new stuff: Data curation and Informatics

We've touched on this tangentially several times already, but one of the changes happening to research libraries in the U.S. that may have the greatest long-term significance in terms of what a librarian is seen as being is the move to assume completely new responsibilities in the realm of  scholarly production and communication.  Data curation is increasingly seen by U.S. research libraries as something for which they should bear responsibility, and there are discussions in the scientific community and with funding agencies such as NSF and IMLS as to how exactly we should be transitioning from an era in which scientific data is locally managed and frequently neither shared or preserved to one in which the expectation is that most data (certainly any data government funding helps produce) will be shared and preserved beyond its immediate use in the research project that creates it.

Something that I think is perhaps not yet adequately recognized is that you cannot have libraries assuming significant responsibility for curating data with also having them assume responsiblility for producing and/or managing systems that provide some capability for access and use of that data.  And in taking that step we are moving from just serving as curators to serving as informaticians for a particular research community, providing not just data repository services, but also providing access to tools, documentation on how to use the tools, and perhaps consulting/reference services on all of these.  The move towards data curation and various forms of X-informatics constitutes injecting ourselves into a new role with respect to the research community.   If we're going to be taking care of their data, and provide IT services that they need for using that data, we're going to have to establish much more involved and complex relationships with the scientific communities we serve, to the point where we are seen as real partners in the research process.
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Loss of clientele

This is an issue that I don't think really has gotten a lot of public discussion in the U.S., but you can see the worry lines appearing on the faces of university librarians and AULs whenever the topic comes up, and a certain desperation hiding behind the smile as they talk about how their gate counts are going up.

This slide shows the median ratio of reference queries to full-time students for all ARL libraries from 1995 through 2003.  As you can see, right about 1997 (which would be about the time the Internet started seeing real widescale uptake in the U.S.), the number of reference questions we're getting relevant to our student body plummets like a rock.  And in case you're wondering, no, this is not the result of a sudden vast increase in the number of full-time students enrolled in U.S. universities.  Libraries simply aren't getting anything like the number of reference queries they did ten years ago.
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This slide shows the median ratio of total circulation to full-time students.  As you can see, it’s the exact same story, although the decrease gets going a bit earlier.  We simply aren't checking out anywhere near the number of books that we used to.  Some of that can certainly be accounted for by the use of electronic materials that don't count in ARL libraries circulation figures.  But notice that this decrease is already well underway by 1995, when electronic journals did not have anything like the degree of penetration into library collections that they have today.

Undergraduates entering universities in the United States use the library as a study space, a socializing space, but to a shocking and frightening extent, they do not use library services or library materials.  In great part, that's probably because they don't have a clue as to how to use a library at all. I once asked an undergraduate librarian for one of the larger private universities in the U.S. to estimate how many entering freshman at her institution had ever set foot in a library before coming to college, and she said her best guess was about 25%.  I think if you plied them with liquor, most University Librarians in the U.S. would admit that late, late at night, when the shadows play against the walls and their fears come out to haunt them, this one's at the front of the queue.  We're losing clientele; students may come in the library to study, to socialize, to hit the newly installed café designed to lure them in, but they're not using library materials, or library services, at anything like the rate they did even ten years ago.

There are a variety of potential explanations I could put forward for this, but these would be guesses.  However, while noting that correlation need not imply causality, this drop does coincide with the growth in Internet use in the U.S., and whether it has anything to do with the Internet or not, it shows a dramatic and negative change in our relationship with our patrons.  We obviously do not occupy the same place in their scholarly or social world that we used to, and given University administrator's likely reaction to looking at graphs like these next to our escalating materials budgets, I think we need to spend some time figuring out why that is.  We cannot afford to end up on our own in the universe of scholarly information.
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Those are some of the issues which I think are at the front of research libraries' consciousness these days.  There are a variety of common themes you could pull out of all of these, but there is one in particular I want to re-emphasize.

They all reflect changes in the social network in which librarians exist.  Whether it is digitization, metadata, digital preservation, data curation, or loss of our clientele, our previous relationships with scholars, with publishers and content distributors, and with IT vendors, are all undergoing profound change, and we are finding ourselves having to forge new relationships with them and with other entities, like the search engine companies, standards bodies outside the library community, and others that we never had to deal with before.  Social constructionists, like George Mead and Erving Goffman, have argued that our selves are nothing more than the sum and total of our relationships with others.  In negotiating the changes happening in the information universe, we have to recognize that what is changing is not just our technology, not just our practices and culture, but our very selves, who and what we are as professionals.

Which is obviously not a very comfortable position to be in, but we are better off recognizing the fact and trying to act on it, to consciously decide who we want to be and who/when/where/how we will interact with others.  It would be helpful obviously if we could get some guidance on how to successfully forge new relationships, how to find a new place for ourselves in the information universe.  One of the first things I learned in my reference class in library school was that when confronted with a difficult question, don't be shy about turning to experts for help.  So, who can we turn to as experts in forging new relationships?

[SLIDE 12]

Vulcans are always good for that kind of thing, don’t you think?

I'd like us all to take a look at the notion of First Contact, both as it appears in a certain fictional universe and as it has been discussed as an actual problem here on Earth, and talk about what sort of lessons we might pull from these discussions that we can apply to our own efforts to establish new relationships with the larger information universe.  Granted the sort of "First Contact" relationships that they deal with in the Star Trek universe are rather different from ours.  They deal with people like this:
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and we deal with people like this:
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Well, perhaps not so different after all.
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So what can we learn from the Star Trek universe about first contact, other than phasers are a big help and violate the prime directive whenever possible.  In addition to the movie "First Contact," there was actually an episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation with the title of "First Contact" …. Season 4, Episode 89, not that I followed the show or anything … and it actually showed some of what the Federation does when it's trying to really do a good job of establishing relationships with an alien culture for the first time.  Among other things, they study the culture closely before they make contact at all, monitoring their communications, popular culture, trying to get some idea of how the people of that culture think.  If possible, they'll then place disguised Federation agents in the culture to do ethnographic fieldwork, trying to get an even better understanding of the people.  When they do initiate first contact, they try to make the initial contacts with people who are scientists, since they believe scientists are more likely to have the flexible thinking needed to accept the existence of aliens, and from that initial contact try to quickly get in contact with leaders in the society, on the assumption that if they can persuade the leaders that the Federation is friendly and beneficient, the leaders will help persuade everyone else.

As a general set of operating principles, this actually isn't bad advice.  Studying up on the culture you're trying to interact with, using content analysis, ethnographic fieldwork, and whatever other methods you have at hand, is likely to be helpful when you're establishing a new relationship with a culture, or even renegotiating an existing one.  If you're dealing with a foreign culture for the first time, identifying members of that culture who are amenable to dealing with you and your alien ways of thinking and making contact with them first is also good planning, since they can help serve as cultural translators.  And getting the people with authority in the community on your side early on is also likely to lead to a successful relationship.

Useful those these lessons are, they are somewhat limited, as we might expect from a fictional universe.  However, the denizens of Star Trek are not the only people who worry about first contact.  How many of you are familiar with the distributed computing project at Berkeley known as the SETI project?

[EXPLAIN SETI / http://setiathome.berkeley.edu/]

As SETI was getting going, several people started contemplating the rather interesting question of what exactly do we do if we actually detect an extraterrestrial civilization of some kind.  Do we try to establish contact with them or not?  What if they actually have faster-than-light travel?  What if they have faster-than-light-travel, nasty dispositions, and really really big guns?

One of the people who spent a lot of time contemplating these issues is Michael Michaud, who was director of the U.S. State Department's Office of Advanced Technology, as well as the Former Chairperson of the International Academy of Astronautics Subcommittee on Issues of Policy Concerning Communication with Extraterrestrial Intelligence.  

It's amazing the sort of bureaucratic subcommittees you can find if you just dig a little, isn't?

Mr. Michaud authored an article "Ten Decisions that Could Shake the World" that talked about some of the issues in confronting the possibility of extraterrestrial intelligence, and I'd like to run through several of his points and talk about how they might influence our thinking about the cultures we might want to interact with.
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The first issue is the degree to which we want to call attention to ourselves. We're already broadcasting signals into space that someone out there might pick up, but we're not doing it intentionally, and the signals we're sending aren't particularly strong and would be difficult to detect.  The question Michaud raises is whether we want to make ourselves more visible on the galactic stage to improve the odds that someone might notice us.

We actually face this same decision as a profession.  Do we want to start calling more attention to ourselves or not?  Do we want to advertise the activities we're engaged in more vigorously, do a bit more promotion in more venues, and generally increase the chances that people will notice us?  If we do, we increase the chances that people with similar goals and directions will find out about us and may contact us wanting to learn more or to collaborate.  On the other hand, we might also be tipping our hands to people who see as competition.

Michaud's advice, in the extraterrestrial context, is that we should not call more attention to ourselves until we know more about the extraterrestrial intelligence(s) with which we might make contact.  For research librarians, I think we can interpret this as advising to learn more about the people who might pay attention to us if we start promoting ourselves more widely, before we actually do so.

The second issue concerns the issue of information sharing and access to the signal.  If we do detect an extraterrestrial intelligence, we cannot assume that the people who originally detect the signal will be in a big hurry to share the news with the rest of us.  Knowledge is power, and an organization that detects a signal might choose to try to initiate contact with an extraterrestrial intelligence on their own to try to get first crack at whatever knowledge our galactic neighbors might want to share.  There's always the possibility that lust for power will win out over doing the right thing.

How shall we interpret this in the context of librarianship today?  Well, when we are dealing with a community with which we have no previous experience, whether they contact us or we contact them, we should do our best to share our knowledge of that community with other members of the library community, and not take it entirely upon ourselves to decide how interactions with that community should proceed.  We need to vastly improve our own communication processes within the profession, so that as we our working with other communities, we share knowledge we gain about how they act, and consult among ourselves about how to respond to them. I would add that I think we should also do our best to resist putting ourselves in a position where we can't share information with each other, and I'm thinking here specifically of things like non-disclosure agreements with entities like Google.  I realize that there may need to be some give and take in establishing relationships with alien entities like Google, but we should accept restrictions on our ability to communicate with each other only when absolutely necessary.

Managing political reactions.

If we detect and decode an alien signal tomorrow, I think it's safe to say that a certain number of people in the world are not going to be very happy about that.  The more jingoistic among them might start decrying 'alien influences'  and 'loss of our own culture' and generally arguing that we should have nothing whatsoever to do with these bug-eyed, tentacled weirdos from another planet.  Michaud argues that if we're going to deal with extraterrestrial intelligences, we must be prepared for the likely political consequences of that on Earth.

Anyone out there noticed that there has not exactly been universal enthusiasm in the library community about the Google Book Project?  When we are establishing new relationships with other communities, or significantly modifying old ones, we should be alert to the likely political ramifications in our own community and take steps to try to forestall or reduce negative reactions.  The initial secrecy around the Google Book Project was probably not the most politically astute move; it convinced a fair number of people in the library community that since people were being secretive it was because they really had something to hide.  Starting to work with new communities is a politically fraught activity and we need to be aware of that and act accordingly.

If we detect an alien signal, there is obviously going to be a significant number of people saying we need to respond somehow.  This raises the question of who, exactly, is going to be doing the responding.  Do we speak with one voice, or many?  Do we have consultations with all the governments of Earth and decide on a single message we want to send, or should we represent the diversity of viewpoints on Earth by letting anyone with a radio transmitter have a crack at saying 'hi' to our galactic neighbors?

Michaud points out that an alien civilization listening to us probably isn't going to be too impressed if our response to them is rendered incoherent by a multitude of different voices chiming in.  If, in addition to polite requests for formal contact, they also receive exhortations to accept Jesus as their personal savior, threats of annihilation if they come anywhere near our planet, and a request to help transfer money out of a Nigerian bank, they won't know which message they should trust or which really represenets our views, and it will be clear that nobody's really in charge here, and in that case, they'll be unlikely to pursue further contact.  It's better in these cases if the Earth does actually speak with one, considered voice.  That means we need to reach some decisions on how we're going to do that.

What applies to the Earth can be equally applied to the library profession.  It would be extremely helpful if we all did speak to other communities and agencies with one considered voice.  We've already talked about the need for sharing of information and open lines of communication within the profession, but beyond that, we need to decide how we're going to decide certain issues with respect to our relationships with others.  When faced with an issue like 'who should assume responsibility for digital preservation of e-journals?', we need better mechanisms not only for discussing the issues amongst ourselves but for coming to some kind of decision, or at least recommendations on a preferred approach.

what should we say?

So, having decided we want to speak with an alien civilization, what exactly do we say?  Do we start by describing ourselves?  Do we ask them for information?  Do we propose some course of action?  All of the above?  We know this: what we say initially could color the course of all our future interactions, so we have to give a lot of thought to what our initial message is.  Critical to this task is achieving clarity on Earth about exactly what our goals are in communicating with an alien civilization.

Obviously, there is an idea there that applies equally to the efforts of the library profession in dealing with other communities.  We will need to decide exactly what we want to say, and the first step in that is achieving clarity about what our own goals are initiating and continuing communication.  
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Who decides?

Michaud points out that at this point we do not have a formal global process for deciding what we may say to an extraterrestial intelligence if we do detect a signal. The International Academy of Astronautics where Michaud served has proposed that the United Nations Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space discuss a process for addressing the issue of sending communications to ETI, so that we can have a process in place should the issue arise.

I'm not sure we're all ready for the IFLA to take on the job of deciding how we're going to start interacting with other communities of practice.  And since the implications of working with biochemists on preserving fMRI data are somewhat less global in scope than an invitation from Beta Antares to participate in the galactic football cup, we probably don't need to have every decision referred to a governing body or formal decisions making process.  There is something to be said for flexible decision making processes.  But we should also always be mindful of the potential implications of decisions we make for others in our profession, and in those instances where we believe we may be establishing strategic connections with a new community that will impact the whole profession, a more formal, slow and deliberate approach may be preferable.  We don't necessarily want all decisions checked by IFLA, but we don't have to do everything on Internet time, either.    When we're establishing relationships with new communities, getting it right is more important than doing it quick, and that may require a more formal and consultative decision process.

There is a difference between how we may want to intially establish relationships with new communities and how we might want to maintain them over time.  While we may want to have a very large discussion in our community of how we might do something like participate in the World Wide Web Consortium as a profession, once a relationship with the W3C was established, I think most of us would be content to have discussions with the W3C handled by a more limited set of individuals who'd be responsible for raising issues with the larger community when it seemed necessary.

In Michaud's article, he points out that the more we know about any extraterrestrial intelligences that might be hanging about, the better, and he advocates for improving our operational ability to detect extraterrestrial intelligences and obtain information about them, including better astronomical instruments and spacecraft to search for signs of extraterrestrial intelligence within our own solar system.

Within the context of research libraries, this raises the interesting question of how we might improve our ability to detect communities whose activites might impinge on our own.  Can we as a profession somehow collectively sharpen our antennae to be able to identify these other communities more quickly?  While the move towards data curation is a good one for our community, I think, an awful lot of valuable data held by small research groups is going to be lost forever because of the amount of time it's taking us to really get involved in this arena.

In reviewing much of the SETI literature, Michaud notes that there is a fairly common (and not particularly defensible) assumption that any alien intelligence we detect will be far more advanced technologically than we are, and that therefore our civilization will be relatively helpless against them, particularly if they possess the capability for interstellar travel.  Michaud notes that if we want alien civilizations to take us seriously, we would be well advised to advance our own civilization as quickly as possible.  The more natural and technological resources at our disposal, the greater the odds will be seen as a potentially significant and/or valuable contributor to the wider galactic civilization.

I think this lesson is directly applicable to the library community today, and one we probably should have taken to heart a long time ago.  We have been far to slow in moving advances in the field into production.  I think that research libraries here in the UK may actually be ahead of the US in this respect.  You actually do see things like single user sign-on being implemented on a production basis here and institutions like the Digital Curation Centre being established, whereas we have been lagging badly on that type of innovation in the states.  We need to get better if we want to improve the odds that peoples will want to interact with our community.

Michaud finishes his article by arguing that humanity needs to adopt a coherent strategy towards whatever is out there, and he has two basic keystones for that strategy: reconnaisance, through both astronomy and planetary exploration, to see what's out there, and obtaining the capacity to extend humanity past our own solar system.

Within the library context, I think we can interpret these keystones as calling for increased efforts to identify other communities working on information problems, and continuing to advance our own capabilities to solve them.

So just to sum this up a little bit, if we look at the sort of questions that people have posed with respect to First Contact (and some of the answers), I think we can take away a few recommendations for how we might improve our situtation.  We need better formal and informal lines of communication within the profession, and we need at least some formal mechanisms for deciding major strategic issues that will affect our relationships with other communities of practice.  We also need to to improve our capability to discover communities with possible overlapping interests, and to learn about them.  And we should redouble our efforts to improve our own systems (and let other people know that we've improved them).

Where does the LIS educator community fit into this:
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Well, we've had a lot of discussion here about how it would be nice if the profession could do a better job of identifying previously unknown communities of practice that also inhabit our information universe, and if we could learn about them in detail in order to figure out how we want to go about establishing and/or maintaining relationships with them.  Wouldn’t it be nice if there were a group of people who were multidisciplinary and went to meetings with all kinds of people?  Who included some trained ethnographers capable of actually studying people's culture and reporting back on it?  Like, say, library school faculty maybe?

I'm not going to say that researchers in LIS departments are the total answer to these problems, or even the main part of the answer.  But we are multidisciplinary, we do interact with a very wide range of people, and our number does include folks who are quite expert at studying communities.  When we start hitting questions like "why don't undergraduates use their own research libraries anymore," we should keep in mind that there are people in LIS departments who study questions like that for a living, and it might be worthwhile talking to some of them and trying to enlist their aid.  One of the very positive aspects to working at the Univ. of Illinois is that the library school has very strong ties with the library.  We are involved in collaborative research projects; we have people from the library teaching as adjuncts and team-teaching with regular faculty in our program.  I think we need more of that kind of thing going on.

Probably the most important thing LIS schools can do, however, is turn out students who are the kind of people who are curious enough to explore new areas and new communities with which they aren't familiar, who are sensitive to the social relationships that form the fabric of their professional lives, who are highly collaborative and excellent communicators, and who are not just willing, but enthusiastic about pushing the technological boundaries and seeing if they can improve how we do things.

At GSLIS, we are trying to do that by expanding our curriculum to offer several new degree programs.  

[SLIDE 19]

The first is the Certificate of Advanced Study in Digital Libraries, a one-year post-Masters degree program which is available both on-campus and through our LEEP distance education program.  We are also starting a graduate concentration in data curation within our Masters program, and are participating in a campus-wide Masters program in bioinformatics.

We have more experience with the digital library program since the other two are just really getting up and running.  We are getting a great deal of interest in the DL courses from the regular MS students; our DL core courses are consistently going over their enrollment cap each semester.  We are also hearing some interest from folks in the Digital Library Federation about signing up individual courses through our LEEP distance education program.  We are not the only LIS school with a DL program of some kind.  Indiana University has one, as does Syracuse, Iowa, and several others.  I think you will see a slow increase in students with post-Masters education in digital libraries, and a more rapid increase in Masters students with some DL education under their belt.

One of our problems in the DL program is getting students in who have some minimal technological competency already.  We do not teach programming as part of the program; we expect the students to be competent in at least basic scripting and command line use when they walk into the program, and frankly, a lot students enter our MS programs without any sort of technical background.  Since we have a one-year MS program, there isn't a great deal of time for them to acquire technical expertise to prepare for the DL coursework.  We are considering outreach activities to CS undergraduate student organizations to encourage them to think about librarianship as a possible career path, but it would be nice if we could do a better job of bringing students with non-technical backgrounds up to speed quickly so they can also pursue the DL-CAS track.

The new data curation program is an emphasis within our existing Masters degree program; in addition to the existing MS program requirements, the students will be expected to complete one course in Foundations of Data Curation, a digital preservation course, and a seminar intended to give them some field experience in working in data curation.

The bioinformatics degree is actually a campus-wide minor, with participation from the department of animal sciences, the department of chemical and biomolecular engineering, the computer science department, the department of crop sciences and GSLIS.  As well as providing what we hope will be a model for cross-departmental collaboration in the sciences, this degree also represents an opportunity to start preparing students to start working on building new relationships between the library, computer science and bioscience research communities.  I think that sort of preparation is exactly what we need to be doing for our students if they're going to succeed in our new information universe.

Thanks. Questions?

