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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. Internet library, digital library, electronic library, and virtual library 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, and to organize and structure information. The more technology advances, the more services will be added, and that means much more will be required of a reference librarian. As far as any human mind can perceive, reference librarian will still be irreplaceable for a long time. His or her work format will continue to evolve but will not be completely replaced.

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. Not only schools, but also 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. Because the style of service has changed, many people try to explore the future practice of reference. Questions are often asked: “Will it be totally changed by technology in the next ten years?” Or “How much will it be changed?” In an effort to answer these questions, the purpose of this paper is to explore the meaning of what a(n) internet/digital/virtual/electronic library is. Subsequently, this paper will argue that while internet technology has changed many external trappings of reference, the function of answering people’s questions will remain unchanged at its core. In other words, there are certain immutable aspects to reference will remain regardless of any technological changes that may come.

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).  Though the role has changed, but the need for a librarian is still there. No technology can replace the actual work of a librarian. It is almost ironical in our time that, the more advanced internet technology has become, the more work a librarian has to take on. That is why a new term has been used in recent literatures to describe the new role of a librarian: digital librarian. In another passage, Sreenivasulu describes the new roles of a librarian as follows:
The emerging global digital libraries or world-wide digital information centers generate the need for creating a new job-title “digital librarian” to manage their digital knowledge resources. The huge digital libraries are emerging as knowledge warehouses. Digital librarians are required to:
· manage the digital libraries; 
· organize digital knowledge and information;
· disseminate digital information from the computer-held digital information; 
· provide digital reference services and electronic information services; 
· provide knowledge mining from the emerging knowledge warehouses; 
· handle the tasks of massive digitization, digital storage process, and digital preservation; provide universal access and retrieval of digital knowledge, ultimately access to all; catalogue and classify digital documents and digital knowledge 
No where in this passage, Sreenivasulu even implies that a librarian should be in fear of losing his or her job. On the contrary, it is more demanded of a librarian. He or she is doing much more than a traditional librarian used to do. In addition to what is required of a traditional reference librarian, a digital librarian has to manage any digital knowledge, provide digital reference services, and catalogue and classify digital documents. No technology is advanced enough to do this. A digital librarian might not have many phone calls and visits like a traditional librarian used to, but he or she has to answer emails or electronically chat with patrons online. This service can only be offered by a human librarian. No one even thinks of inventing a robot to do this job. If it ever happens, it will be interesting to find out how it works. Within the next ten years, students of The School of Library and Information Science are still ensured with a job in a library. 
To Provide Intellectual Access to Information in any Format
    
Will this task be eliminated in the future of the next ten years? Hardly anybody talks about it. Many people discussed how this task has evolved in the past ten years or so, but no one has attempted to eliminate it in the future. So it is certain that the function to provide intellectual access to information is still needed to assist patrons. Because of the technology has evolved, it will of course evolve as well to respond to the needs of the time. In the past, the format of this function is person to person, but it has evolved to involve technology so that it can better serve. 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).  

This observation is also agreeable with Daryl C. Youngman’s perceptions in his article, “Library Staffing Considerations in the Age of Technology: Basic Elements for Managing Change.” He has this to say about the new roles of librarians, especially those of reference librarians.

Librarians are moving into dramatically different roles as new services are implemented. The rate of change is breathtaking, especially for libraries that have been accustomed to stability in organization and in funding. Technology is driving change across the entire range of library responsibilities. 
Reference librarians have recently been experiencing double jeopardy. While continuing to serve patrons from service points in the library, many reference librarians are now also supporting a growing clientele of remote-access patrons, those "more demanding, less patient users who have greater expectations" These patrons often require special support from reference librarians, even if the remote access patrons are using the same (electronic) resources as the walk-in users. Questions submitted via email and linked web pages require attention from reference staff, and the virtual reference transaction can be more complex and time-consuming than traditional in-library service. As technology advances, reference librarians are increasingly involved as teachers of "information literacy" (Youngman, 1999). 
What Youngman is saying is that technology will continue to advance, and the more it advances the more services will be added to the librarian’s responsibilities.  Especially for reference librarian, they will continue their work in traditional roles with walk-in patrons, and learn to cope with remote access patrons. With growing use of email, many patrons find it very convenient to contact the librarians for their needs. With questions to answer, website to maintenance, and virtual reference transaction to make, reference librarians are expected to be much busier.
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.  It is overwhelmingly evident that reference librarian is still irreplaceable. No technology can replace him or her. His or her work format will continue to evolve so that it can better serve the community, but he or she will not be completely replaced.  
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