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Abstract

Our world has evolved into an electronic age, and so has everything in it. Library service is not an exception. With library services done through internet, scholars try to name and label this type of library with phrases like internet library, digital library, electronic library, and virtual library. The names are different, but the service is very much the same. They all offer their services by way of internet.  In this new environment of internet service, librarians ought to adapt to it by taking on new tasks: to provide intellectual access to information in any format, to evaluate available sources of information, to organize and structure information, to ensure the preservation of information, and to provide specialized staff to offer instruction and assistance in interpreting resources and accessing resources.  Along with these tasks, librarians are expected to know about the principle of copyright and licensing so that intellectual products are rightly respected.  After much work and time invested in library services, librarians are not to forget to recruit new members because they can share the workload, and more importantly they will be the future leaders in library service.
The Future Role of Librarians in an Internet or Digital Library Environment
Introduction

    It is true that the present age is the age of internet. For the past two decades, internet related services have helped society tremendously in many areas. It has been so popular and widespread that school’s curricula across the world adopt it into their classrooms. Children are required to learn about it because, if they do not know how to use internet, they are left way behind. This is undoubtedly the present trend in our society. Understanding that internet has effected daily life greatly, many businesses, agencies, organizations, and of course libraries have to adapt to this trend and co-evolve with it. Across the globe, libraries have made themselves available to their patrons via internet services. This style of service is much more efficient than the traditional print-base library’s services. For this reason, during the last ten years or so, readers of library essays find relatively new phrases like internet library, digital library, electronic library, and virtual library. Perhaps these many ways of expression convey the same message, which means using the library’s materials without physically coming to the place. This is a very attractive service, and it has worked out quite well for the past two decades. It is certain that every library across the United States of America has internet service offered to its patrons. Upon recognizing the important role of library’s internet related services, the purpose of this paper is to explore the meaning of what a(n) internet/digital/virtual/electronic library is. Subsequently, this paper will discuss the roles of librarian in the internet era.

Definition of Internet Library

    Before setting out to discuss what librarians should do in a library with internet related services, it is important to understand what a(n) internet/digital/virtual/electronic library is. It is interesting to learn that all these terms have been used interchangeably in many scholarly literatures, but they claim there are differences.  In Qian Zhou’s article, “The Development of Digital Libraries in China and the Shaping of Digital Librarians,” he quotes D. Raitt as follows: 
Digital libraries are Organizations that provide the resources, including the specialized staff, to select, structure, offer intellectual access to, interpret, distribute, preserve the integrity of, and ensure the persistence overtime of collections of digital works so that they are readily and economically available for use by a defined community or set of communities (Zhou, 2005).
    In another place of this same article, Zhou quotes another scholar as he tries to define what a digital library is. 

A digital library is actually not a library from a spatial prospect; instead, it is digital information resources center containing multimedia information resources. A digital library exists by digitizing information, such as characters, videos, and audios, and providing users with quick and convenient information services via the internet, to deliver a digital information system in which share of resource in available (Zhou, 2005).

    Very similar to Zhou’s view of a digital library, here is another view from V. Sreenivasulu:
A digital library is understood to have the information stored predominantly in an electronic or digital medium. The digital information collection may include digital books, digital scanned images, graphics, textual and numeric data, digitized films, audio-video clips, etc. A digital library is expected to provide access to the digital information collections (Sreenivasulu, 2000).
    For other scholars like Liz Burke, she does not agree that digital library and virtual library carry the same functions. In her article, “The Future Role of Librarians in the Virtual Library Environment,” she argues that virtual library is more inclusive than digital library is. Here is her definition of a virtual library:

The virtual library environment encompasses the concept of the digital but is more than a collection of digitized resources. The virtual library provides access to an integrated collection of print, electronic and multimedia resources delivered seamlessly and transparently to users regardless either of their physical location or the location and ownership of the information (Burke, 2001).
    This definition of a virtual library is slightly different from that of a digital library, but they share major common function, that is the electronic transmission of materials from a physical library to its users via internet. For the purpose of uniformity, henceforth the discussion in this paper will use the phrase internet library to refer to both digital library and virtual library.
The Role of a Librarian 

    It is clear to all that when society or environment is evolving, everything in it is either adapting to the change or giving up. The same is true with the role of librarians. They need to adapt to the new change which is the use of internet services. Virtually nothing in our society nowadays is without internet access. It is certain that all agencies, public services, organization, and almost every home have internet access. For this reason the role of librarians ought to change and adapt. 
    Traditionally, librarian’s functions are: “collection development and acquisitions; cataloguing and classification; circulation; reference work; and reservation, conservation and archiving” (Rowland, 1998). In the present era, librarian is required to do more than those. He or she needs to evolve “to encompass the burgeoning technological developments” (Burke, 2001). Undoubtedly the technological developments have been booming so fast for the past two decades. Librarians have no choice but co-evolve with them in order to respond adequately to the needs of their patrons. As the librarians evolve along with the trends of time, their role in an internet library, as Burke quotes Rusbridge, is: “to provide intellectual access to information in any format, to evaluate available sources of information, to organize and structure information, to ensure the preservation of information, and to provide specialized staff to offer instruction and assistance in interpreting resources and accessing resources” (Burke, 2001).  Each of these functions has been discussed widely by many scholars.  Recognizing the importance of these tasks, this paper will present different perspectives from various scholars and discuss the validity of their arguments.  
To Provide Intellectual Access to Information in any Format
    Traditionally this function is called reference work.  Fytton Rowland says that it is the librarian’s duty to discuss “users’ information needs with them, and advising them how best to use the library’s resources to find the information that they need” (Rowland, 1998). In this traditional fashion, a user would approach a librarian and ask for help. They then discuss what the specific needs are. With information gathered from the user, a librarian would direct them to a specific area in the library to find the specific items whether a book, cassette, videos, slides, journal, etc.  In many libraries, patrons still like to do this because it is more personal, and sometimes they find other interesting items as they search for the items that they intend to look for.  It is more like looking up a word in a dictionary. A person learns more about other words beside the one that he or she is looking for. 
    With the evolution of the internet, librarian’s reference work has also changed. Not only does he/she continue the traditional role, but he/she also takes on the new change almost instinctively as Linda Braun describes in her article, “New Roles: A Librarian by Any Name.”  She writes: “Plenty of librarians have integrated technology into their jobs without any change in their job description or title. The reference librarian uses the internet, the online library catalog, and only databases to help patrons locate materials. He/she continues to do what he/she’s always done; the change is in the tools he/she uses” (Braun, 2002).  It is interesting to learn from Braun that librarians take on new services without comparing them to the traditional role. They do the tasks because the tasks are there and because they know how to do them. Sometimes they are more knowledgeable than they are even aware of themselves. In a computer or internet world, one thing can easily lead to another, and the link of their services can be endless. Burke comments about this as follows: 
Within the virtual library environment, the choice of format is not the most crucial issue; it is being able to provide information resources to patrons – regardless of format. Librarians and patrons will no longer be restricted to a single entity where everything is stored, but rather librarians will be able to offer a range of services and collections, linked together or made accessible through electronic networks (Burke, 2001).

To Organize and Structure Information

    Traditionally, this task is called cataloguing and classification which means to organize and provide access to information.  This entails that librarian must have a general knowledge of what the materials are about. Then his or her next task is to catalogue it and shelf it. In dealing with electronic materials, librarians are expected to have the traditional knowledge and skill of cataloguing and classification, and on top of these, they are also expected to understand the nature of the electronic materials.  Electronic materials are very complicated to handle as Burke sees it: 

They (Ward and Wood, 1998) describe the information space as large and rapidly growing, highly distributed, of varying quality, and dynamic. Working with such resources requires an understanding of traditional library management issues, but also the ability to adapt these to the new environment, and even to go beyond these skills and develop news ways to organize and structure information 
    Without the effort of organizing and structuring information, librarians would fail to meet the high demands of their patrons. It is interesting to know from Muzamil Shafi’s article, “Libraries in a Digital World,” that librarians in an electronic age are also publishers in the same time because not only do they deal with organizing and structuring, but they also have to know how best to sell their products.  Shafi’s view can shed some light on this discussion:
In order to meet consumer’s demands, digital library systems must be dependable, reasonably prices, powerful, easy-to-use, intelligent search engines, attractive user interfaces, allow the consumer to inspect the ‘product’ before buying; and also must allow access from and delivery to, the consumers’ workstation. Editors and librarians thus have an important role as organizers, reviewers and guardians of intellectual property in the digital libraries (Shafi, 2006).

To Evaluate Available Sources of Information

    This function is very crucial for librarians because there are too much information floating almost every where. The concern for most people is how to determine the good from the bad so that they are not misled. This is why the ability to evaluate the information is very crucial. Their patrons count on them for fitting materials that they need.  Regarding this matter, Burke writes:
There is an increasing diversity of information resources from which to choose the most appropriate vehicle, and that librarians must widen their selection processes in order to decide on the right medium for each situation. The objective in the evolving virtual library is to develop information system providing access to a coherent collection of material, more and more of which will be in digital form as time goes on (Burke, 2001).
    Certainly, no one wants to put everything in digital form. Only the appropriate materials deserve to be downloaded or recorded.  In order to do this effectively, librarians should have the knowledge to evaluate the sources. It is almost the second nature for them to know how to weed out the bad from the good.  Common people do not have this knowledge.  For this reason, Terry Kuny, in her article, “The Digital Library: Myths and Challenges,” she expresses as follows: 
Librarians provide another role in supporting resource discovery, one in which digital technologies play only a small role.  This is in providing a “trusted” service.  This trust and authority is based upon librarians’ making choices, evaluating information as a part of collection development and with a thorough understanding of what users need. Not only do librarians create pathfinders and guides for their users, they are the pathfinders and guides.

Obviously, patrons are not much interested in how well digital technologies can perform, but they are interested in the ability of librarians to make right choices and evaluation of the information. 
To Ensure the Preservation of Information

    It is almost natural for people to accumulate things, but in most cases they do not know how to preserve them.  There are people in this world who have everything, but when they need something, they always have to go to the stores to buy it without knowing that they have it. This should not be the case with librarians. They should be trained to ensure the preservation of information. For Rowland, they are to ensure “that materials remain available to users in perpetuity” (Rowland, 1998). This task sounds simple, but when dealing with digital information, many scholars claims that it is not easy to preserve.  Burke points out the difficulty as follows:
Digital media have not been around long enough for fail-safe archiving and preservation procedures to be developed. One of the significant issues affecting preservation of digital information resources is the very technology which creates them. These technologies have an increasingly rapid obsolescence and the preservation of digital information is dependent on ensuring that the software and the mediating technology is also preserved. Many research initiatives have been directed to the preserving of digital information resources (Burke, 2001).

    Sharing this similar view, Rowland also recognizes other difficulties which involve legal issue. Normally when the library buys a book, it has the perpetual right to use and loan that book, but it is different with electronic materials. Rowland points out several concerns regarding preserving such materials like how to label them legally, how long a library gets to loan it, and when the copyright is expired, what the library should do. These are still the unresolved concerns that scholars try to find a solution for them.
It is not yet established in all jurisdictions that electronic-only products have to be deposited with the national legal-deposit library; in Britain, the British Library is not entitled to free copies of them as it is with print. Finally there is a question of whether the purchaser (that is, usually, the library) is entitled to retain an electronic product permanently under the terms of the license with the publisher. If you buy a print journal for one year only, you can return that year’s issues in perpetuity, but if you subscribe to an electronic project license for one year only and then discontinue, you may have nothing to retain. The best way of ensuring continuing availability of publications is to have multiple copies filed in libraries in different parts of the world (Rowland, 1998).
    Even with the solution that Rowland suggests, it is possible but not realistic. Who wants to buy several electronic products and scatter them throughout the world or the states for the purpose of preserving them?  If the materials are scattered all over, it is more difficult to know where they are and more complicated to get them. These concerns are still waiting for solutions. Perhaps the next generations of librarians will have the answer for them.

To Provide Specialized staff to Offer Instruction and Assistance in Interpreting Resources and Accessing Resources

    It is a common experience that many people would get lost among many resources in a library. It is good that there are plenty of resources, but what good is it if there is not enough specialized staff to assist patrons. Especially in this electronic age, digital materials are bountiful. That is why it is very important for library to provide well trained staff to help searchers to get right to the resources that they look for.  Klugkist supports this view as he says:
Librarians will have to be experts in the field of the provision of information. They must be professionals able to interact with information technicians such as programmers and web designers in the development of information systems. He must be able to specify how systems involved in searches, navigation, classification, the storage of information, and so on should work, and assess their performance. He should be able to assess expert systems on the basis of user-friendliness and effectiveness, and have an eye for the degree to which it is desirable and possible to integrate, aggregate and link information files (Alex C. Klugkist, 2001).
    It is true that in this electronic age the more staff a library has, the better service it offers. Librarians themselves will not be able to cover all areas of services in a library. They need more staff like computer technicians, experts on internet information, and clerical assistants. These assistants would free up librarians to do more important tasks. Carol Simpson, in her article, “The School Librarian's Role in the Electronic Age,” expresses her opinions about this matter as follows:
As tasks grow in the library, the need for support staff increases. As information center manager, the librarian will supervise and evaluate the performance of technical and clerical assistants. Training of these assistants will take a significant amount of time and expertise. Since budget may be slim, some of these paraprofessionals may need to assist with duties once exclusive to professionals. Under the supervision of a librarian, paraprofessionals may become highly proficient in database searching, computer catalog maintenance, and other tasks (Simpson, 1997)
    When a library invests more budgets to employ experts in different areas, it will be very efficient in its services. It is a waste of time and money to have a librarian fixing a computer or doing all clerical tasks. To be more professional, with simple library tasks like answering phone, cataloguing, or shelving materials, librarian needs to train novice assistants to do these tasks. They would do just a fine job to alleviate the work load.
Copyright and Licensing
    Many people would think that when a product is paid for, they could do whatever they want with that product. This is not true with intellectual products, and it is even more sophisticated with electronic materials. Terry Kuny explains:

Under restrictive conditions of use, whether imposed by contract or some revised copyright legislation, “digital libraries” will not be able to satisfy many of the imperatives of information anywhere, anytime. Libraries will be required to provide reasonable assurances to content providers that the terms of their licenses can be maintained, and that distribution of copyrighted materials are restricted to particular users or locations. It is even likely that users will have to visit the physical building of the library since the digital collections may only be available on particular workstations or require special equipment to access the materials.
    It is important that a digital librarian know about the principle and regulation of digital materials, so that he/she will not violate the integrity of the intellectual products.

Recruiting New Librarians

    From time to time, library has to hire more librarians to do the works.  Librarians are the ones to do the recruiting. There are certain principles that they need to adhere to. They need to recruit those with skills, knowledge, willingness, and especially with passion. Like many other vocations, librarians are not earning their living by doing the work, but they have to love the work that they do. Daryl Youngman has this opinion about recruiting librarians: 
On those all too rare occasions when recruiting new staff is possible, careful consideration should be given to those applicants who can bring critical new skills directly from library school. Those responsible for recruiting can reasonably have high expectations of today's entry-level librarians. Many recent library school graduates bring to the employment market specific technology skills that did not exist just a few years ago. These specialized skills can allow an entry-level person to quickly become productive in a new, non-traditional role while taking time to develop expertise in more traditional subject-based tasks. In some cases a synergy may develop where the fresh skills and enthusiasm of a new librarian can catalyze the interest of experienced librarians and help them see the value of acquiring and applying newer skills.
    When librarians are recruited, they are expected to do their work at a professional level.  These new members will be taking over the responsibility to oversee a library and to carry on the mission.  For this reason, those in the positions to do this have to be very considerate. A qualified librarian will bring productive service.

Conclusion

    It is wonderful that the present age has evolved into a digital or internet environment. It certainly continues to evolve much further. So it is natural that every thing has to adapt and evolve with it. The library service has headed into that same direction. As a consequence, no library in our nation is without access to internet. Many services are done by way of internet now. For this reason, librarians have to be aware of their new roles in this internet age. They are not to forfeit the traditional roles as librarians, but to have them as the foundation to learn the new roles.  In an internet library, librarians are expected to provide intellectual access to information in any format, to evaluate available sources of information, to organize and structure information, to ensure the preservation of information, and to provide specialized staff to offer instruction and assistance in interpreting resources and accessing resources.  Along with these tasks, librarians are expected to know about the principle of copyright and licensing so that intellectual products are rightly respected.  After much work and time invested in library services, librarians are not to forget to recruit new members because they can share the workload, and more importantly they will be the future leaders in library service.
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