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Keeping Libraries Relevant

What is the cost of information? We are now
living in the era where we expect information
to be free (monetary cost), and instantaneous as
well (time cost). This is, of course, thanks to the
Internet. When we think of libraries, we naturally
think of rows and rows of books; but from
another perspective, this is just another form of
information, but costly (the library needs a large
budget to buy and maintain books) and slow
(users must physically go to the correct shelf
and find the book). It is no wonder that research
takes place less and less in libraries than on
the displays of our computers (or even mobile

devices).

In one sense we can compare the state of
libraries with the state of large department stores
such as, in the United States, Macy's, Sears, and
JCPenney. At one time these department stores
attracted thousands of shoppers because of the
large and diverse selection of goods for sale.
The local stores could not compete because they

could not stock all the popular brands nor offer
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them at below retail prices. The large department
stores had the advantage of hiring staff with
limited knowledge at a minimum wage salary;
the workers were trained using manuals written

by experts.

But with the advent of internet shopping,
department stores suddenly found themselves in
a dilemma. Internet shoppers can find the goods
they want instantly through a search engine
and have them delivered to their doorstep (and
apparently by drones in the future). If a shopper
wanted shoes, for example, at a department store
he or she must look over many different shoes
to find the style, size, and price range they want,
but on the Internet, this can be done easily with
search filters. Furthermore, a click of the mouse
can bring up user reviews of an item. Not only
that, the internet stores are based around the
world offering goods that cannot be found even
in the largest department stores. How could the
department stores create a shopping experience

as convenient as internet shopping? As a result,
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many department stores are closing their doors

forever.

Returning to libraries, we see a similar
phenomenon. When [ assign a research paper
for homework, I usually ask that all information
be gathered from physical books. At this point
there is usually a chorus of complaints from the
students, who would rather work with internet
sources. Students are already used to turning
to the Internet for information. They may be
aware that the quality (and truthfulness) of
the information may be a step down from a
professionally edited book, but convenience takes

precedence, even for important assignments.

What should libraries do in the face of a
world where the world can be accessed at
one's fingertips for almost nothing? They must
differentiate themselves from the internet
experience and strengthen the areas where
the Internet is weak. The Internet cannot give
expert advice on searching topics and finding
reliable books. The Internet cannot provide

those serendipitous moments of finding a better
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source while browsing books. The Internet
cannot provide related books on hand for instant

scanning for relevance or information.

We are also now in the era of "active learning."
Libraries were founded in the era of "passive
learning": users were supposed to browse and
read quietly. But with active learning, students
are expected to work in groups and exchange
ideas. Recently many "learning commons"
have been created at Nanzan University to
accommodate active learning methods. But
should the library also expand the areas where
active learning takes place? Do we still need

quiet libraries?

We are in an age where we are witnessing
the need of libraries to evolve. Just as in
natural selection, weaker areas will need to be
suppressed and stronger areas will need to be
emphasized. To remain static means to be fated

to irrelevance.
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