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Looking for what’s next. Is it time to start talking about Library 2.1?

For a while, the idea of social software was something that had to be sold. Although many librarians were experimenting with it, there were concerns. How is Facebook going to fit into our outreach program? What is the value in social tagging? Will patrons want to be “friends” with us? What do you mean we don’t control the wiki? The pendulum has clearly begun to swing. Social software and Web 2.0 have become hot. Our professional conferences, publications, and blogs are filled with reviews, how-to’s, practical applications, and hype regarding the latest and greatest web technologies. The impact is evident with the improved functionality of our websites and in the handful of emerging next-gen catalogs. Several notable vendors, including EBSCO and Elsevier, have also begun incorporating 2.0 features into their platforms.

As someone who has watched Library 2.0 blossom, and perhaps contributed to it in some small way, it feels like we are entering a new phase. There are still many questions, but they are changing. Now I hear people asking about evaluation, effectiveness, methods of reaching more users, ways to get faculty onboard, and what we should try next. This is a huge step. Social software is starting to be viewed less as a disruptive force, and more so as a regular part of the librarian’s workflow.

Keep in mind, though, that Library 2.0 is and always has been about more than just technology. It involves rethinking the purpose and usage of our physical and virtual spaces. Beyond that, it alters the way that we approach and interact with our users, our customers, and our partners. This philosophy moves the library deeper into the realms of openness, transparency, and participation.

We’ve been talking about this for years. It’s nothing new. But something is different now. When Library 2.0 arrived it was greeted with fear, criticism, and excitement. For better or worse, it constituted an upgrade: a big change that required some getting used to. Consider the release of Microsoft Word 2007. Many people, myself included, were very confused by the revamped interface. The original product worked well, or at least well enough. It was familiar. We were comfortable with it, despite its flaws. Was there really a need to totally reinvent word processing? But then something happened. After a few months of using it, my attitude changed. I actually started to like it. It helps me write faster now. I suspect that as we gain experience with this version of Word, we’ll delight in finding new features, shortcuts, or work-arounds. 
This is where we are with Library 2.0. For a while now we’ve been getting used to all these new ideas, but our experiments are progressing beyond pilot projects and entering into a more permanent status. We’re now into the next version of this movement, Library 2.1, in which the revolution has become more stabilized. Instead of ushering in bold new changes, we are working toward refinement, optimization, and greater satisfaction.

While most libraries are involved with some form of emerging technology project or another, I wanted to highlight a few examples that demonstrate the spirit of Library 2.1. Here are a handful of practical, mature, sustainable applications that are making a difference for library users.

Meebo
Enough can’t be said about Meebo. It is a great tool for chat reference. It doesn’t require a download, an install, a log-in or anything else from your users. A simple box initiates the conversation. What I especially like about Meebo is that it can be embedded throughout your website, in the header or the sidebar for example, enabling users to instantly get help wherever they are on your site.

While many libraries use Meebo, there are two instances that highlight 2.1 thinking. The first is the Georgia State University Library. They cleverly added the Meebo interface to their catalog so that patrons running a failed search are automatically prompted to chat with a librarian. This is a great step toward targeting users at their point of need, rather than making them jump through multiple hoops to ask for help. 

Another interesting approach was taken by the Florida State University Libraries. They enabled a “pop out” ability of their Meebo client, so that visitors can “take the librarian with them” while they use the website. This added portability is a great benefit because normally when a patron performs a search or clicks on a link they are disconnected from the librarian, however with the pop-out window, the connection remains intact. Both of these examples illustrate how librarians are not just adding new software but tweaking it to improve the experience for their users.

EthicShare 
EthicShare is a collaborative digital library hosted by the University of Minnesota Libraries and other partners. Before Web 2.0 this type of collection most likely would have been a static assortment of scholarly materials, but now it is an ethics research community. Users can upload, save and organize files, citations and search histories. They can join and create groups; build profiles; tag, rate, and comment on items; and find out about news, upcoming events, and deadlines regarding ethics and related disciplines. In essence, they created MySpace for ethics scholars. What I admire most about this project is that it moves beyond providing access to specialized materials, adding practical tools and functionality. In the 2.1 era I imagine they’ll incorporate grants and funding opportunities, as well as ways for researchers to work more collaboratively. Check it out: www.ethicshare.org
my.library

The University of Toronto Libraries is ahead of the curve with cloud computing. This is where our files and programs live on the web, rather than on our hard drives. Their tool my.library provides students, faculty, and staff with personal web space so they can collect e-journals, citations, websites, and other online resources. Users can customize the interface appearance, create folders, headings, and notes, store their search preferences, and receive weekly alerts from publications in their field. The University of Toronto Libraries are also encouraging faculty to use this tool as a way to create online research guides. I imagine the next 2.1 step would be to tap into the “research community” potential, enabling more shared and collaborative features. Check it out: www.library.utoronto.ca/mylibrary/
Second Life Support
A lot of hype surrounded Second Life. Many of us logged in and set up shop, resulting in the founding of many librarian villages. I really like the approach that the University of California, Irvine took in creating space for academic engagement. The UCI Library purchased a plot of virtual land with the aim to “foster and support creative design through course-related instruction and faculty research.” In this manner, students would use the online world as an extension of the classroom or laboratory in order to build and design games, tools, art, and other media. Faculty can reserve a portion of the land for their classes to use for experimentation and assignments. I like how the UCI Libraries are not only dabbling with Second Life, but also working directly with faculty to integrate emerging technologies into the curriculum. For more info see:  www.lib.uci.edu/online/second_life/
¿Dónde están los libros? Multi-language audio tours

Self-guided tours have been around for years. However, the Ohio University Libraries added a new twist by providing their audio tours in different languages including Arabic, Swahili, Japanese, Mandarin Chinese, Spanish, Malay, and Portuguese. Students can play the files online, download them, or borrow a MP3 player from the library and listen as they walk through the building. The librarians have found that international students are able to learn more about the library in their native language before their English language skills are fully developed. Additionally, students studying foreign languages can use the files as a listening exercise and consequently learn new things about library services. I like that students have the option of listening to the full tour, or they can select just the portion they want to know about, such as printing or finding current journals. I imagine that the Ohio University Libraries might migrate to video eventually, providing a visual reference for students taking the tour via their desktop. This could include subtitles, as well as a text copy of the script for students learning or studying new languages. Take a listen at www.library.ohiou.edu/podcasts/?page_id=14 One question though, que diriez-vous de du Français ?

Class-specific portals

The North Carolina State University Libraries are well known as innovators, and their approach toward subject guides further illustrates this reputation. Listed on the NCSU Library Commons webpage is a link for “library tools” that prompts the user to select a particular course. Once the class is entered, the user encounters a customized page offering a mix of resources, services, tools, and instructional content selected specifically for them. This personalized approach points students in the right direction by introducing them to the library materials needed for their course work. It also puts students in contact with their subject librarian, connects them to any course reserve readings, offers useful services such as paper writing and presentation toolkits, and highlights the variety of technology and gadgets that are available for checkout. One thing to consider is linking these course pages to the library’s message board as an attempt to foster community. Students working on the same assignments can share tips and suggestions when using library resources. Future students would also benefit from the collected knowledge of those who came before them. Because the NCSU Libraries are always adding something new, I recommend checking out their Commons page regularly: www.lib.ncsu.edu/learningcommons/index.php

A special thanks to Crit Stuart (Association of Research Libraries) and Susan Gibbons (U of Rochester Libraries) for their excellent project Research Library Virtual Resources & Instructional Initiatives: 2008 Survey Results, http://www.arl.org/rtl/roles/. Many of my examples were discovered in their report.  
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