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Interactive Libraries: Wave of the Future

Predicting the future of the library is a bit like trying to pick tomorrow's lottery winners. If we had that kind of foresight, we might all be millionaires. But even as the traditional printed word sees a greater and greater decline, the need for the local library is on the increase. Why? Because libraries serve as more than just a place to check out books and research school papers. Libraries are meeting places and fertile grounds for the imagination. Every year, thousands of children get lost on deserted island or fight cobras with Riki-Tiki-Tavi. Parents introduce their children to the smells that only old books can produce. And, perhaps more importantly, in the information age, the library is a repository of the knowledge and information, a place where we can learn the things that we can't simply Google and where we can check the facts of Wikipedia.

So what's next? I don't have a crystal ball to predict the future, but I do think there is still a need for library as place. People still like going to their neighborhood library and checking out books, taking a class, or participating in a program. Summer Reading programs still draw in crowds of kids, and I haven't noticed a decline in the number of people visiting my local libraries. However, this is also a great time to experiment with technology and see how we might change or expand services to patrons. One thing is for sureit's an exciting world out there and the tools we use to deliver service will likely change as will the types of service we provide. (Nelson 1).

In an editorial for the American Library Association Winter 2005 newsletter, Rose Nelson, a technology consultant for the Colorado State Library, said she believes the tools we use as librarians and the services we offer are likely to change. Clearly, that is the case. As more books are available only as downloadable files and new technology like the Kindle replaces the book as the means to distribute literature, it is clear that the library will need to provide new resources. Obviously, libraries will need to provide faster web access and immediate downloads, so that even if a resource is not physically in hand, the patron can access the needed information immediately. Libraries will also need to provide remote access to library resources, via the web, either for those who choose not to visit the physical location, because of the rising gas prices or simply because they cannot spare the time to drive across town.

In her essay, Nelson talks about technology as a huge part of the future of libraries, but she also points out that we must continue to do the things that draw people together while using technology to expand them. Take for example the tie in the Carbondale (Illinois) Public Library had this summer with the local community arts program. The library attracts hundreds of visitors in one afternoon by having the actresses from a local production of Little Women appear at the library and give out free copies of Louisa May Alcott's most famous book (Carbondale Library 2008). The library also partnered with the local medieval combat society for a lesson about armor and combat as part of its summer reading program. In short, the means that the library uses to attract patrons is to make the library more interactive.

Gone are the days of card catalogs and musty stacks. The library of the future must understand the desire of the patron to be informed and entertained and be able to combine the two in the most user-friendly manner possible. That should mean creating resources to reserve books from home, download journals and other reference materials, and partnering with other community agencies to find the most interesting ways to draw people the library.
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