
Dinosaur or phoenix?
The profession of librarian ship

C o lin  Steele

University Librarian, 
Australian National 
University

I t if m y belief that 
the role o f Internet 
training, Internet 
publishing, 
flex ib ility  o f I T  
shills w ill make 
for, even in the 
present 
environment, a 
worthwhile and 
challenging life­
long career

R e-prin ted  w ith  perm iss ion  from  INFO, the  

quarte rly  m agazine o f  the D iv is ion  o f  In fo rm a­

tion  Services, U n iversity o f  Tasmania, O ctober 

1996, p 2 -3 .

T he profession of librarianship is an ancient 
and honourable one dating back to the 
earliest years of civilisation. The librarian's 

role, put somewhat simplistically, is to preserve 
and make available human knowledge. This has 
been in the form of papyrus, manuscripts and, 
after the Cutenburg revolution of the mid-fif­
teenth century, the printed book.

Oral history at this stage was also a significant 
tradition of dissertation of folklore and informa­
tion. N ow  in the Internet-era the librarian may 
increasingly find himself or herself out of the in­
formation loop as the desktop user becomes the 
centre of access to information.

These changes do not please many members 
of the library profession, however, librarians are 
not the only ones in fear of change —  the schol­
arly community w ill have to give up its 'love' of 
the printed journal and book in a distributed elec­
tronic network environment. M ichael Lesk of 
Bellcore, has indicated that he foresees by the 
year 2010 information w ill be provided in a 
largely digital form, either by information being 
produced electronically 'de novo' or by the most 
important printed works having been digitised. 
One sees instances of this in 'Project J-STOR', 
which Harvard University has initiated, where it 
is putting backsets of periodicals, such as A m e r i­
can  H is to r ia l R e v ie w  and A m e ric a n  E c o n o m ic  
R e v ie w , on the Internet. Libraries will then, in ef­
fect, become book museums as much more infor­
mation w ill be available on a twenty-four hour 
basis on the Internet.

This is a challenging time for research univer­
sity libraries and their librarians, many of whom 
have been brought up in the historical ethos of 
librarianship. Constant budget reductions in U n i­
versity libraries mean that hard decisions have to 
be made. Many middle-level librarians have dif­
ficulties in encompassing the information 
changes which are occurring and extrapolating 
them into the scenarios of the management in 
which they operate.

M any universities have seen a convergence 
of their library, IT services and teaching/learning 
facilities. The V irtu a l u n iv e rs ity  con fe ren ce  organ­
ised by the British Council and ID P in A u ­
gust 1996 in Singapore saw many speakers iden­
tifying a distinction in the twenty-first century 
between teaching (on-line) and research (largely 
off-line) universities. The former would be the 
majority, with the latter comprising, universities 
of the stature of Oxford, Harvard, and MIT. In the 
future we will see increasingly a scenario where 
undergraduates are less and less likely to pur­
chase textbooks for financial and intellectual rea­
sons, that is currency of data. W e  are currently 
seeing an increasing use of course packs in the 
United Kingdom and the United States which in

the future will be available interactively on the In­
ternet as well as in Docutech type print outs.

The Australian Federal budget cuts of Senator 
Vanstone surely accelerate this tendency as stu­
dents will wish to complete their course as fast as 
possible. Students w ill also increasingly demand 
value for money and question the pursuit of re­
search for research's sake. Once much more in­
formation is available on the Internet (and we will 
increasingly see the commercial publishers mak­
ing full-text electronic material on the Internet, al­
though at prices which relate more to publisher 
profits than logical costs) then the role of the li­
brary has to be carefully examined. Librarians 
need not feel threatened if they see themselves as 
pro-active creators and interpreters of knowledge 
rather than passive conservative cataloguers of 
books. It is my belief that the role of Internet train­
ing, Internet publishing, flexibility of IT skills will 
make for, even in the present environment, a 
worthwhile and challenging life-long career. In 
the CAUL, March 1996 seminar in Adelaide on 
L ib ra ry  a n d  IT  c o n v e rg e n c e  it was said that com­
puter and IT staff are usually flexible but insensi­
tive to the needs of patrons, whereas librarians 
are more often conservative but extremely recep­
tive to patrons needs! In the merging of the two 
sectors, in which the University of Tasmania, the 
University of New South W ales and Griffith U n i­
versity stand out, there clearly needs to be a bal­
ance in the provision of services.

In the longer term, the concepts of 'virtual 
universities' and the provision of information on 
the Internet, both the delivery of information and 
the delivery of lectures, and course assignments, 
w ill lead to a virtual world in which geography 
w ill not be a disadvantage, although universities 
w ill need to develop 'niche markets'. The merg­
ing of infrastructures to undertake IT and library 
services makes economic sense but also provides 
a better integrated skills-base to achieve the rela­
tionship with the client base and the university 
funding infrastructure.

Dr Dale Spender in her keynote speech to the 
Singapore V irtu a l u n iv e rs ity  co n fe re n ce  indicated 
the key role in the future which library and IT 
specialists (whatever they will be called) will play 
in the facilitating of knowledge-access and provi­
sion. Various vice-chancellors in Singapore saw 
the Internet and associated technologies and cul­
tures to be the catalyst for change and those uni­
versities looking to historical models may either 
wither or be subsidiary campuses of the big play­
ers at a global level. W e  cannot allow local inter­
nal 'turf wars' between various parts of campuses 
at a time when overall resources are declining. 
The library profession, or as I would prefer to put 
it, those who work in libraries, w ill need to de­
cide their role in this future. is
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