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Abstract


This paper explores the different roles that librarians now hold and examines the societal trends, technological influences, educational achievements, and political pressures affecting the ever-changing definition of libraries and librarians.  The nature of societal change, the use and current research trends in information, technology, and education, and a discussion of budgets and the price of information, form the body of an argument that proposes librarians are magicians – no longer pulling information out of catalogs, but instead juggling a myriad of tasks that include teaching users how to be magicians themselves. 

Magicians of the Future

As technology continues to advance, and libraries and librarians make use of the technology to provide information and access to it, it is apparent we will be seen more and more as the magicians of the future.  Magic is the use of means (as charms or spells) believed to have supernatural power over natural forces (MerriamWebsterOnline).  If one replaces charms and spells with bandwidth and software – the magic we’ve created historically as information providers or the keepers of knowledge (Anderson) will seem even more mystical.

Not only will we appear as able magicians, sifting through vast amounts of information, periodicals and web frontiers, we will also be the mentors of apprentices in a society in which the ability to find and use information becomes more and more important.  Our apprentices, the students of today and future leaders of tomorrow, require no less than to understand the how, when and why of the magic we use on a daily basis.  How is it we can find anything of import in such a wealth of information?  How is it we know where to look?  How do we know where to start?  How do we know when we’ve found what we’re looking for?  The answer is simple:  we know because we’re professionals.

If the work of the librarian simply involves knowing a set of specialized procedures and tasks, then it is a trade. If the work of a librarian involves creating a set of professional standards and methods to manage those tasks, then it is a profession (Bierman).  Perhaps in the medieval days of libraries, we were skilled workers organizing a finite amount of information – little more than bookkeepers of a society that had not shared as much knowledge as is available today.  Today, however, the growth of knowledge is exponential.  In 1800, there were 90 journals; in 1900, there were 10,000 (Liu).  Technology has moved communications forward and we now have access to more information than any one individual could review in a lifetime, let alone understand.  Our role has changed from something finite and clearly defined to become something nebulous and ever changing.  

Even in the different types of libraries (academic, public, specialized), there are differences in the definitions of librarians’ roles.  There are also, however, items that are constant.  Libraries are, and must remain, about human relationships in the service of individuals and communities (Crawford).  Another constant that must continue to define the role of librarians in society is equity.  This crucial aspect is made even more necessary as the focus and needs of the communities served shift with the advancement of technology in the information age.  The values of service, quality, universal access and cooperation are not threatened unless librarians loose sight of them (Creth).  Currently, the ALA calls for all librarians to begin embracing new technologies while keeping hold of the traditional values of the profession (Bierman).  These traditional values make our profession what it is.  We must not lose site of them as our roles and society change with the advancement of technology.  As we move toward the future, it is also important to understand where we have been.  The recent historical role of the library and librarians has mimicked society’s growth here in the United States.  Where once we were apprentices, plying the skills of our trade to meet the needs of our constituents, librarians grew as did the society they existed in:  to become full-fledged magicians capable of weaving numerous skills and strategies into a position that enables the present generation to move forward in the Digital Age.

Nature of Societal Change

Library roles have changed much as American society has changed.  Originally, farming and agricultural labor provided physical nourishment and the workers worked with the land – within the natural order.  As we moved into the industrial age, a different kind of society and worker began to emerge:  the line-worker.  These workers provided the extras that increased the standard of living for the society, often through physical strength or rote procedure.  The librarians followed suit – providing the canon with some extras.  Much like the line workers of that day, procedures were, if not automated, at least organized to the degree of allowing someone with the right set of skills to complete the tasks at hand.  Neither of these jobs, farming nor automated industrial worker, required critical thinking skills once the skill sets had been learned.  Now, as move through (we’re already well into) the information age, we find the knowledge worker.  Libraries again follow society’s trends as their roles in the community and the skills and behaviors they need to know change to meet the demand. 

Our current society is the first society in which ordinary people - and that means most people - do not earn their daily bread by the sweat of their brow (Drucker).  Technology has enabled the Information Age with its fast communication, and it is now moving the world market from one that relies on a physical product to one that is dominated by professional and knowledge services.  The fact that knowledge has become the key resource means that the standing of a country in the world economy will increasingly determine its domestic prosperity (Drucker).  To remain prosperous, our society must recognize the importance of information – and be able to judge its value.  Because, in a knowledge society, knowledge for the most part exists only in application, (Drucker) it is crucial for us to educate the upcoming generations in information literacy.  Information literacy is a set of abilities requiring individuals to recognize when information is needed and have the ability to locate, evaluate, and use effectively the needed information (ACRL).


If the core of post-industrial society is its professional and technical services (Bell), we must, as a society, ensure the next generation’s ability to provide those services.  Education will become the center of the knowledge society, and the school its key institution (Drucker).  In this new role for librarians, teaching information literacy skills in the electronic environment is required (Anderson).  We must share those skills we possess and reveal the magician’s secret to the users in our Libraries, enabling and empowering them, as they become proficient information users in the Digital Age.  The pedagogical challenge for library management, computer administrators, and faculty is to encourage students to critically evaluate the authority of the sources they use (Smith).  For them to critically assess materials, they must have access to them.  It is our responsibility to ensure that access is granted.  We want kids to be able to find and evaluate information in any format (Minkel).  The formats keep changing and advancing with new technology; we might need a little magic to keep pace.  As it is, however, it is almost impossible to keep up with the current formats of technology available today, and it could become increasingly more difficult as technological advances progress exponentially.

Information, Technology & Education

The real transforming change for librarians came with the capacity to create, disseminate, store and use information in different formats and media at the discretion of the user (Hawkins).  Librarians have always handled information; it is our constituents and society’s attitudes towards information that are having the most profound effects on the roles of libraries (and the roles of those who staff them).  Librarians have always been the information gatekeepers, whether you choose the definition of information gatekeeper to be one that denotes an innovator, change agent, communication channel link, intermediary, helper, adapter, opinion leader, broker and facilitator who positively affects the transfer or use of information (Metoyer-Duran) or one of people who influence opinions, disseminate information, or facilitate cultural adaptation (Metoyer-Duran).  Today, however, librarians are gatekeepers to an ever-burgeoning realm of information and a plethora of varied and diverse user needs.

Despite the increase in the amount of information available to society in general, there is evidence that information inequity exists in culturally diverse communities (Metoyer-Duran).  If librarians, magicians of information, are to adhere to one of their core beliefs and remember that human service to human beings and communities is one of the prime reasons for a library to exist (Crawford), they will need to incorporate into their roles ways to ensure the needs of their constituents are met – all of them, equally.  One way of doing that today, with advances in technology, is through the digital library.  Even with this advanced magic of networking and portals, digital libraries… will supplement, not supplant, the information services provided by physical libraries and human librarians (Borgman).

Part of this need for physical librarians and spaces is the cost of technology and information resources.   Technology has separated much of the world into two societies, one comfortable with computers and with adequate access to telecommunications technologies and one that neither possesses, nor (sic) has access to, these tools (Howland).  The library can provide these tools and access for users of all types and needs.  They can continue to work in their current roles of gathering and organizing information, but on a different scale, with more tools and more information to sort.  Librarians can contribute to the organization of information in order to ensure access (Creth).

To date, Web sites have not been structured to respond to information tasks (McGillis).  As a matter of fact, the Internet is…the messiest Library that ever existed (Marchionini).  It is up to librarians to organize ways their users feel comfortable when approaching the Web for information tasks.  The problem is that there isn't an organized collection, and it certainly isn't archived (Hawkins).  How, then, could librarians create a little magic so users can access information they need?  Library portals create a central location where patrons begin their search for information that their lives require (Lombardi).  A lot of work is now being done on how to ensure the portals and access points available in libraries are easy to use and user-friendly.  The trends in research on how best to do this are following the trends of education in the recent past.

John Dewey (Dewey) created the constructivist method of education and it is most clearly summarized by Fenshman and others.  The construction of understanding and meaning is a complex task for both teacher and student (Fensham). It involves: 

· bringing each student's prior knowledge and experiences to the subject area

· actively participating in learning experiences which challenge, elaborate on, and revise the students' ideas and thinking, and thus expanding or redesigning their knowledge

· teaching by guiding the students to question, ponder, discuss, and reach conclusions

· teaching by providing a fair, open, honest, and supportive learning environment

Librarians have begun to follow these trends.  While software companies work their magic, and network administrators persevere while striving for continuity, librarians must create their own kind of magic:  teamwork.  A collaboration of librarians, academic faculty and information technology personnel must bring together the requisite expertise, knowledge and resources to develop strategies to locate, analyze and collect sources of information in a distributed environment (IAUP).  The wizards who create the tools for access to the information must recognize that a truly user-centered service will require a new understanding - both by information professions and…by users – of the very nature of information and of information seeking (Morris).  As the educational trends have indicated, user-centered approaches work best.  As librarians move into a future of changing technology, information resources, and increased demands from their clientele, it is important to keep the needs of the user first and foremost.

Librarians must not only be the purveyors of magic (using technology to organize and access information), they must also be entertainers, juggling the needs of diverse communities and a variety of user requirements.  Even in this role, teaching, entertaining and marketing points out we need to engage the end user consistently (Kozel).  Librarians must continue to work their magic; despite the bleak picture that technology is fostering rather than diminishing equities in America, as well as throughout the world, there is at least some hope that these disparities may subside (Howland).  The hope lies in the continued focus of libraries on services and their willingness and ability to re-conceptualize these services in terms of a user-centered approach (Morris).

The user-centered approach and research regarding information seeking behavior is not the only impetus for changes in the roles of librarians today.  Technology and the Digital Age are providing many.  Digital information is changing the role of librarians from a person who students ask for assistance in finding information in a place called the library, to someone who needs to provide services and instruction regardless of place, time or format (Anderson).  Here’s where more magic is needed.  In addition to:  each Library [should be] attending to the needs of minority users, building collaborations, and using technology to preserve community culture, (Estabrook) and establishing collaborative relationships in both public and private settings (Trustees of the CSU), librarians will also need to be available to help their users learn how to use technology to access information.  Based on the current educational trends espoused by Dewey, it must be a user-centered endeavor, and it must be conducted with the help of the technology experts.  The new role of the magician-cum-librarian is not about technology; it's about support of instruction and of research and of the core mission (Hawkins).  One should not infer that the technological aspect is not important, however, because Librarians need to make full use of information and multimedia technology to support a greatly expanding teaching venture (Creth).

This teaching aspect of librarians’ roles is another change in this new, magical world of technology and information.  Librarians need to see themselves as part of the teaching and research endeavor (Creth).  In academic settings, the change is most apparent:  a Librarian is evolving from an information organizer and provider, seated at a desk, to an active participant in the campus's instructional and research process…teaching faculty and students how to structure research questions (Trustees of the CSU).  It is not solely about technology, but about sharing the magic.  No longer will the magicians of information ‘pull the answers out of a hat.’    Librarians will share their information-seeking knowledge and skills and teach others how to apply them.  The magic will be needed, instead, to find the time and resources to do all that is asked of them in this Digital Age.  Librarians must learn, know and be able to apply all of the new and upcoming technologies, encourage collaboration across faculty, community and administration, and be available to users for not only accessing information, but also teaching them how to search for it.   We emphasize now, more than we ever did with print resources, actually knowing how to use a resource, rather than when to use it (Palmer).  This (yet another) crucial aspect of a librarian’s new role in the Digital Age requires participation in the teaching and learning activities of the university (Trustees of the CSU).  It is not just teaching how to search for information, either; it is broadening the scope of critical thinking skills in the users who wish to access information. 

Creating courses and formal instruction in the discipline of information literacy with the purpose of encouraging independent learners and critical thinkers…is the role of the future for librarians (Anderson).  It is not all the responsibility of the librarians, however; some admit that the students or learners must also take responsibility.  Just as teachers must learn new strategies for using electronic tools in teaching, students must learn how to learn with multimedia (both actively and passively) and how to take increased responsibility for directing their own learning (Marchionini).  Librarians, then, must ensure equity and access to information, organize the information for ease of use by its constituents, collaborate with everyone about everything, assist in teaching students to learn how to learn, and find time to learn themselves.  The magic is shifting from ‘how’ we did our job, to ‘how can we possibly get our job done?’  The time for new learning must be made, because the great majority of new jobs…require a habit of continuous learning (Drucker).

This habit of continuous learning is required as librarians find time to learn how to become leaders in their community.  Librarians will need to create time, like magic, to ensure a leadership role and, through this, do the rest of their tasks more efficiently. Collaboration between teachers and librarians is more likely when the library media specialist is a school leader (Starr).  This is, in fact, already happening.  Many library media specialists are also participating in leadership activities, which are essential to increasing their influence on the school's instructional program (Miller).  There is no doubt that a librarian’s role in this setting is essential to better the education of students and information users.  It is necessary for librarians in the educational setting to create a strong media program.  A strong media program is one whose staff are actively involved leaders in their school's teaching and learning enterprise, and whose staff have collegial, collaborative relationships with classroom teachers, that embraces networked information technology (Lance).

Librarians must also be learners in relation to technological developments and new research on information-seeking behaviors.  In between collaborative meetings, being available to users, and ensuring access to technology and information via proper user-centered methods, librarians, paraprofessional, technical, and supporting staff will require solid training in general management skills such as hiring, supervision, budgeting and working with the public as librarians focus on developing and implementing services and day to day operational responsibility for the library (Trustees of the CSU).  It’s almost overwhelming, but teaching and learning is crucial.

The essential role for Librarians as teachers cannot be overemphasized (Creth).  Librarians’ as educators in the information world are necessary.  It is also necessary to balance this myriad and sometimes overwhelming list of roles librarians now have in the changing Digital Age.  While attempting to balance the ever growing list of tasks that are encompassed in the roles of librarians today, one must also think about balancing cost, not only of the time needed to manage such a wealth of tasks and endeavors, but of the physical costs of providing information services in an economy that capitalizes on the expensive nature of information retrieval and use.

Budget & The Price of Information

It is information, itself, that has become a commodity; the handling of it has become a profession.  While society continues to struggle, defining a more realistic understanding of the value of digital information (Greenstein), librarians are in a position to win the fight for recognition as professionals, handling a professional product.  That the value of this product has increased substantially with technology and the current emphasis of society on the production of information services is without doubt.  Librarians, in an age where a small steady decline in the percentage of E&G (Education and General) spent on libraries over the period since 1974 has occurred, (Cahalan) need to be focused on how to find resources to accomplish the new educational tasks.  Money does not grow on trees, nor can be pulled out of a magician’s hat, but money is still needed and must be found.  Information Age education is capital intensive (Snider).  The increased cost of doing business in the information and technology world is what has created tension between the need to gain access to funds (charging fees to technological use in libraries), and the need to ensure equity of access to all users.  It is apparent that libraries need to demonstrate more effectively the economic as well as the intrinsic value of their resources and services (Byrd).  

They can do this best by communicating the value of their services.  The Information Age is communications intensive (Snider).  Information and the communication thereof allow a level of power not previously seen in the library profession.  As a profession typically construed as a female, civic-minded role, (Harris) librarians suddenly have power and authority, not only in the information world, but in the political arena as well.  As information becomes the business of society, we need to develop an economic theory appropriate to a world economy in which knowledge has become the key economic resource and the dominant…source of comparative advantage (Drucker).  While librarians struggle with their roles and the role of the library in society, the disparity between a social edifice that provides equitable knowledge to all and one that functions in a business-economy grows.  Despite the increase in the amount of information available to society in general, the funds for teaching people how to use it are lacking.  In this current society, politics will drive the funding, and political measurements will drive the politics.  Even here, the libraries’ magicians have an advantage.  All users of library services benefit from knowing how to search.  Students, especially, achieve higher scores when they're skilled at seeking, finding, and using information available to them on the World Wide Web (Minkel).  By providing services that allow students’ scores to increase, and communicating the need for money to increase access to the technology that allows these services, librarians will find the power to influence the political arena and gain more appropriate budgets in today’s Digital Age.  Librarians must be politically savvy (Estabrook).  As librarians focus on ensuring access, empowering users with the training of information-seeking skills, and gain the ability to the obey the injunction to speak truth to power (Crawford), it is important they stay focused on the power of knowledge and information.  The power of this product will allow librarians to remain a social service, as they continue on their quest to define themselves.

The idea of knowledge and information as product is far more than social change.  It is a change in the human condition (Drucker).  Knowledge workers will give the emerging knowledge society its character, its leadership, its social profile (Drucker).  The traditional mores and values of a library, those of access equity and an ability to meet constituents’ and a community’s needs, need to be held tightly in this age of change, lest librarians become just another business providing information services.   While it is true that libraries are being forced by economic pressures or encouraged by profit incentive to charge fees for access to this information (Byrd), they must keep in mind that the social service, that of providing equity of access, is crucial to the role of libraries in society.  The values and services supported by libraries for centuries will continue.  Libraries must and will remain a social institution.  By adhering to the more traditional roles ownership of some collections, access to others, organization of resources, and assistance to the users (Trustees of the CSU), librarians can guarantee their role as service providers in a social setting remains valid.  To do this, however, librarians need to do a better job of understanding the cost and value of the information resources they manage (Byrd).  Budgets are not all librarians will manage; they will need to gain management expertise to fulfill yet another crucial role.

Appendix A shows eight current views of the roles of librarians today, and management is clear or implied in most of them.  Many of the already referenced aspects of librarians’ roles also appear in these columns.  Some think, as shown in Appendix B, that not only will librarians serve their traditional roles, and the recently included ones of teaching, leadership and political savvy, they will also become technological gurus.  While it is evident that librarians must understand the tools they use while teaching their users to use them, there must be some balance in the myriad of roles to be performed.  Librarians must also continue to focus their roles so it is clear their strengths lie as people who understand information-seeking behaviors, who manage information (via collecting, organizing, and providing access), and who lead their communities and education edifices in the pursuit of understanding.  The information age demands no less.  As magicians who will be forced to show their hand and enable apprentices and users to empower themselves with the tricks of the trade, the strength of the magic librarians hold must now be used elsewhere:  in the ability to juggle the myriad of tasks that must be accomplished.

Magicians of the Future

There are a multitude of parameters influencing libraries and the roles librarians serve in the Digital Age.  Politics, economics, societal and educational factors, outside perceptions of libraries themselves…all play a large part in determining what is demanded of the profession.  While the burden of these influences is great, we find ourselves, perhaps for the first time, in a position of power.  The services and products we have used for many years have become the cornerstone of the global economy:  information and knowledge.  That the future leaders of the world, the students of today, need to access and learn how to utilize information and knowledge is not the question – they must to survive.  What is in question is how librarians will manage the varied and abundant tasks they must accomplish to meet the needs of the users.  Different researchers have given different values or weights to the variety of roles, but one must remain constant.


As library magicians of the information age, one role remains as it has always done:  fulfilling the social responsibility of our place in society by providing equity and access to information.  In addition to this, we must also become leaders, marketing our roles and our institutions in the daunting political structure of a global information economy.  We must also be visible and politically savvy to ensure our continued existence.  We must collaborate with educational institutions to ensure the teaching of information and knowledge, and information access and use.  We are well prepared to fill this role; indeed, there is no other societal sector that can step forward with the wealth of knowledge and experience that librarians have in regards to information organization, management and dissemination.  Librarians’ roles as teachers will serve to greatly enhance both our social and political standing as we guide future leaders in their knowledge quest.  Librarians will also continue to teach themselves.  It is imperative to remain on the cutting edge of technological advances in relation to information knowledge.  Only in understanding the magic of these advanced technologies can we ensure their proper use and application.


Librarians’ roles must become both diversified and collaborative, much as the global structure of society has become.  What good is the magic of advanced communication technology if little use is made of it?  With the ability of communication tools to cross boundaries:  political, economic, social, and cultural, we find ourselves facing a sometimes daunting but always exciting plethora of new avenues to explore.  What we must not lose sight of as we traverse the pathways of politics, societal standing, business and economy, and education, is our role as the arbiter of the social good:  providing equity and access in societies not structured to promote the same.  

As magicians of the future, we will collaborate, market, teach, learn, explore, expand, encompass, and organize new realms of technology, knowledge and information use and application.  We will do so with the help of political leaders, teachers, administrators, community groups, technology managers, and our constituents.  We will hold fast to the social more of equal access that has guided our profession to date.  It’s a lot to ask, a lot to do, but who knows?  With a little magic, anything is possible.

Appendix A

Definitions of Encompassing Roles

	Lynch
	Trustees of CSU
	Trustees of CSU
	Bierman

	by 1998 all academic library jobs routinely included computer technologies, that instruction had become an integral part of reference work, and that behavioral skills, especially oral and written communication skills, had emerged as new job requirements.
	paraprofessional, technical, and supporting staff will require solid training in general management skills such as hiring, supervision, budgeting and working with the public as librarians focus on developing and implementing services and day to day operational responsibility for the library
	this evolving role includes:

partnering with discipline faculty

designing instructional programs

teaching students and faculty how to access information

serving as consultants
developing and implementing information policy

creating information access tools
selecting, organizing and preserving information in all formats

serving as leaders and facilitators
	MLA defines seven core skills or knowledge areas:

health sciences environment and information policies
management of information services
knowledge of their health science information services

health sciences resource management

information systems and technology

instructional support systems

research, analysis and interpretation


	Bierman
	Bierman
	Crawford
	Anderson

	SLA competencies (professional/

personal):

knowledge of the information resources, their organization, and management
personal skills - excellence in service, collaboration with other departments, effective communication skills, and flexibility
	It is necessary for the university librarian to fill that knowledge gap by:

provide organized access to information
provide instruction in using new technology

producing guides to recommended search engines

teaching information literacy
	the future means both 

print and electronic communication

linear text and hypertext

mediation by librarians and direct access

collections and access

edifice and interface
	Mesa Community College is working towards meeting the needs of patrons by:

provide organized access to info

provide instruction thorugh learning guides and online tutorials

provide access to guides to recommended search engines for the internet

provide instruction in the area of information literacy


Appendix B

Technological focus

	Marchionini
	Creth
	Bierman
	Lombardi

	First, they serve a practical role in sharing expensive resources. Second, libraries serve a cultural role in preserving and organizing artifacts and ideas. Third, libraries serve social and intellectual roles by bringing together people and ideas.
	the role of manager should focus on:

coaching and mentoring staff

development of staff

developing shared values and vision among staff

providing resources within framework of cost-benefit assessment

taking pride in the accomplishments of others

providing incentives to teams work
	four technical core competencies:

librarian should have knowledge of the operation system

the information professional should understand the basics of hardware and troubleshooting the computer

the professional should understand the functionality and capability of their software programs

the librarian must know how to effectively search, display and output data in a variety of information retrieval systems
	libraries and librarians will do two things most. They will maintain and manage unique collections of objects…[and] provide their consituents with help and assistance…in finding, evaluating and understanding the universe of information
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