What Becomes of the Hedgehogs?
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Plenary Session:  "I Hear the Train A-Comin"

Greg has asked the speakers in this session to discuss where publishing, libraries, and academic technology are going in the next year.  What are the big questions that everyone will be talking about at the 2007 Charleston meeting?  He asked us not for the tried workhorses, such as open access, but issues that will genuinely affect and transform the way that those in our communities will interact.

I used a well known search engine just a few days ago to see what has been said about Greg's charge to us and here's what I found:

Future of libraries


90.6M hits

Future of research libraries
63.5M hits

Future of publishing

183M hits

Future of scholarly publishing
12.5M hits

Transforming libraries

19.5M hits

The emerging library

61M hits

In the newest issue of ATG, Greg and several other high energy folks suggest that a key avenue to transformation – and one that we ignore at our peril – lies in the further evolution of the Web, FROM a "place" where one goes to seek information, TO a social phenomenon, wherein we all contribute, create information and facts, interact with others, and become whatever we choose.  This development has been dubbed Web 2.0 and a search on that term delivered 589.9M hits.  Some Web 2.0 manifestations include by now household words such as: Instant Messaging, Wikis, Wikipedia, Larry Sanger's newly conceived Citizendium.org (a peer reviewed type of Wikipedia), Blogs, Flickr, YouTube, and Second Life, which this past weekend joined our vocabulary when featured in an article in the Travel section of the New York Times – reviewing it as if it really were a "place" to visit.

What are we to make of our high-tech environment, in which, as in "restless foot syndrome," nothing ever stands still, and e-mail is now the communications medium, as one student recently observed, "for old people."  Where do our organizations fit, where will they fit – within the scholarly communities that Greg wants us to discuss?

* Are we creating and communicating information in some or in many different ways than previously?  And, if many, does this mean we will dismantle old structures and rebuild new ones?

* Are we supplementing today's range of information services and sources or are we replacing them almost completely?

* Will our societal activities and icons remain strong (universities, libraries, publishers) or will they be toppled and rebuilt completely?

For my part, I submit it is way too early to know how things will play out in 10 years, let alone for next year's Charleston theme.  Even though we understand and share the sense of urgency that drives us to speculate almost endlessly about these topics, it may take decades to have any accurate perspective.  In the meanwhile, we do our best to keep our eyes and minds open and to adjust our daily work to meet ever-changing circumstances and user desires.  And to keep up with learning or mastering the new tools and systems that spring up almost weekly around us – at Yale that includes this summer's brand new (and annoying) Travel and Reimbursement software, this fall's new equipment and supplies purchasing system, and the impending January 2007 HR-recruitment system.

And in the past month, I also needed to learn how to use a new article submission system from a major publisher; and in the past week, the Charleston Conference Community Web site.  Note that all these systems are completely different; none interoperate; knowing one of them will not help at all in learning any of the others; and none do I use often enough to assure any true memory or mastery – rather, I need to study and re-learn each time I need to use them.  I am beginning rapidly to understand the predicament of a Yale library user, who is faced with some 900 databases, which include at least 700K e-books and 50K e-journals, on literally hundreds of platforms, to say nothing of other information formats that we and the world make available to that user.

So, what is the topic that the Charleston Conference might profitably pursue next year, in which, as Greg puts it, transformation "lurks"?

I submit that one area, above all, should command our attention in the coming year, to say nothing of 5 or 10 years.   Let me start with a phenomenon that not even the wisest among us predicted:  the stunning rise of the penguin movie -- following from Chilly Willy and then the March of the Penguins, we now anticipate new movies such as Happy Feet, Surf's Up, Bloom County's Opus, and Madagascar II.  According to a November 4th New York Times article, penguins have always been out there, stumping around Antarctica on their little feet, but producers and directors have just noticed the power and the glory of their stories.

That same article tells us what was hard for the movie-makers:  "Another challenge was the difficulty of distinguishing one penguin from another, which is even a problem for the birds themselves.  All penguins of a species look the same, male and female," Mr. Miller said. "We had to make the main character different enough to differentiate him from the other penguins."

Our users, dear colleagues, are in some ways very different from one another and in other ways their needs are very similar.  Lest we get carried away with the possible impact of Web 2.0 or its inevitable, rapidly following successors, let us instead focus on our readers' needs.

When we look closely at our users, two other species of critter come to mind.  The Oxford philosopher and polymath Isaiah Berlin famously began a seminal essay on Tolstoy by invoking the Greek philosopher Archilochus, who said that everyone is either a hedgehog – who knows only one thing – or a fox – who knows many things.  Never mind that he thought that Tolstoy was himself a fox who thought he was a hedgehog – the brilliance of Berlin's analysis lay in the way he explored those tensions.  Though he forgot about penguins...

Many people since Berlin have used this revived distinction as a tool for thinking about other areas of cultural life.  For most of twenty years, we – and by "we" here I emphatically mean "I" as well as a lot of other people – have taken a fox's eye view of the future of the information society.  Darting intelligence would find manifold opportunities for exciting new cultural practices made possible by exciting new technologies and Everything Would Be Different.

So here we are in 2006.  Lots of things are different, but even more are the same.  There are plenty of foxes around and an inexhaustible supply of new possibilities.  I just heard a presidential candidate for 2008 describe what was like to make a campaign appearance in Second Life – the virtual community of avatars that has all the buzz just now.  He ended by wondering what would happen if he were elected president.  What would his presidential avatar be up to in the Second Life world?  You can all imagine clearly and effectively just what kind of conversation followed on that NPR program.

But universities and research institutions don't belong only to the foxes.  On some days it seems that we are indeed completely surrounded by hedgehogs, that is (for our purposes here), by people single-mindedly focused on their research and teaching, committed to the quality of a sustained and intense engagement with intellectual challenges of the most demanding sort.  The most important advances and discoveries in all the domains of university research demand a fair amount of hedge-hoggery.

And the hedgehog hasn't tried Second Life yet.  Today's hedgehog does a lot of e-mail and buys books and Beanie Babies and mattress pads on the Web, while trying to figure out whether to use flickr to do something with all those digital photos that seem to be breeding in our computers even more rapidly than wire coat hangers in a darkened closet.  The average academic today arguably doesn't really look a lot different from his or her earlier self of 1990.  Recently, when one of our sister academic institutions planned to open a campus in a far off country, the planners learned that this region of the world values the book, the manuscript, and the physical library.  While completely expecting and accepting the entire range of new digital collections and services being offered, the culture could not accept the idea that a proper library would not make available information from the very most traditional, as well as the most up to date media and formats.

So, one argument can be made that we are all on the edge of radical change, and the total revolution really will get here very soon.  Yet, those of us who have to spend a lot of days not on the front line of innovation but somewhere downstairs in the engine room keeping things running are pretty sure that we'll be managing hedgehogs for a good many years to come.  My question for today is to ask how we think about "Web 2.0 for Hedgehogs."  If we understand them and their needs – the legitimate ones and the ones that others might get impatient with – we can then be more realistic about what to expect of the foxes.

In our academic institutions, a great deal of time is now spent learning what users want and need – whether this is done through focus groups or individual interviews or anthropological observations or surveys – and whether these things are done on a huge scale as some of the recent CIBER or JSTOR surveys, for example; or focused on particular user groups on local campuses.

Yale University, under the leadership of the Provost's Office, recently developed and invited 5,824 faculty members to complete a survey called "Strategic Review of Yale University Cyberinfrastructure and Services."  These faculty were invited to respond to 19 statements, ranking each for its importance to their work on a scale of 1-5 (very important) and then responding yes or no as to whether that statement represented an issue that should be a University priority.  1,084 faculty responded, with a fairly strong message to administrators, IT staff, and librarians.  In brief, we learned that the highest faculty priorities included:  easier electronic access to scholarly materials for themselves and their students; and better search tools to locate materials across all of Yale's holdings and collections, not just electronic and not just in the libraries, but also in museums and other information centers.  Of the least urgency were items such as services to publish faculty preprints and postprints and to understand copyright and rights.  Some surprises, eh? 

The University of Minnesota just completed (http://www.lib.umn.edu/about/mellon/UMN_Multi-dimensional_Framework_Final_Report.pdf) a large-scale study of the research needs of faculty and graduate students in the humanities and social sciences that included digital issues but looked at the whole of library services as well.  What they found was that digital information is indeed dominant on the landscape now; but that issues of space remain perplexing (especially for graduate students); that interdisciplinary and collaborative work is a high priority for faculty and students alike – both groups feel a bit underserved in venturing outside their disciplinary neighborhoods; and that (most perplexing) many scholars are already creating hard copy archives of research materials and have little idea what they might do to give these materials order and structure and make them available to other interested researchers.  (Several of the scholars consulted on this last point spoke feelingly about not having a filing system for their materials but a "piling" system, and one pleaded articulately that what he needed most was space for more piles.)

Similar studies in the works elsewhere help us explore the world of our penguins, finding also the foxes and the hedgehogs and giving us deeper understanding of what we need to do in order to help all of our users advance their work.  In these efforts, we learn that many of our faculty member's highest priorities have not much to do, at least as yet, with what we think of as "traditional" Web 2.0 activities.
But in another way, I want to suggest that going after our penguins, foxes, and hedgehogs to make their ways of working and their better-understood needs central to our activity is the right way for libraries to move into the Web 2.0 world.

Let me sketch the paradox.  We can attend conferences thronged with innovators (like ourselves!) and detect the trends in our world, then rush to provide the services those trends tell us will be needed.  "Second Life" is hot, so shouldn't we be providing online virtual community spaces for our faculty?  Roll out the programmers!  Build the virtual community!

But what if our graduate students say, thank you very much, but what I really need is a quiet place to sit to work on my computer?  Letting the users' real needs come first really is in the spirit of Web 2.0, as a space in which the user of the system becomes the driver that shapes the system and defines its functionality.  We can't deliver Web 2.0 services with a Web 1.0 mindset.  Yes, we can challenge and inspire our users by making it easy for them to find transformative tools and resources, but our attention should now shift back to a very old library paradigm – paying attention to the users and shaping what we do in collaboration with them.

We know that we don't know exactly what "easier electronic access means" to the different faculty, whether they be hedgehogs or foxes, but we do know that in this key area of library services, they – and the penguins as well – are in total agreement, and that we need to find out how to help them meet these needs.

So, to sum up, I can only say that the way our readers use information, as foxes or as penguins or hedgehogs, is a topic worthiest of our highest energies and one behind which lurks behind either transformation or a very supportive status quo or points in between.  We have a lot to learn and perhaps by the time of Charleston 2007 we will have learned a little of it.

Penguins, foxes, hedgehogs:  Katina, are you listening?  I can see it now.

###

