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Hi and thank you for having me. Happy 100th anniversary to the library. I'm here to talk a 
little bit about the future. I'm a librarian and "technologist" from Central Vermont who works 
heavily with libraries and have watched them change from the mid nineties when I graduated 
from library school until now when I'm seeing them hiring digital strategists and 
telecommuting librarians for their virtual branches. Interesting times.



Talking about the future is a big of a mug's game because a lot can change between then and 
now. People often ask me to talk about "the future of libraries" and then get dismayed when I 
don't think things are really going to be terribly different in ten or twenty years. There are a 
lot of misconceptions about the future, and how fast it's approaching. I have no special 
knowledge, I just pay attention and can be a bit mouthy about my opinions.



100 years ago give or take a few years, the MA State Library looked like this. Stacks, paper, 
long skirted women who worked there (they were originally hired as library workers because 
they could be paid less than men, I wish I were joking) and lovely cared for spaces.



Now that was in an urban location. In rural locations like here or where I’m from in Randolph, 
there might have only been a traveling library, or a bookmobile. The caption on this photo 
from 1921 says "Fortunately the rural sections without permanent libraries are not deprived 
of books. Some day this hamlet will have its  own permanent structure." With all the talk of 
"pop-up" businesses and virtual spaces potentially replacing expensive "brick and mortar" 
buildings, we're looking at coming full circle. Or are we?



“promised” 
future

So let's talk about what people thought the future was going to get us, at least 
technologically.



• Jet packs & self-driving cars!

• Reading anywhere and everywhere!

• Computers are easy!

• Everyone is online and happy!

This is a simple top of my head list. I'm sure everyone has their own additions.



Lots of people are great at having visions and giving a lot of advice on how things should be. 
It turns out it’s a lot easier to envision a glorious future than to figure out how to get there 
from where we are right now. We see this in libraries, enduring institutions that evolved a 
certain way. Everyone can imagine a great and different way for libraries to BE but not how to 
get them there.



Why we didn’t 
get it

There are reasons, good ones, why some of this stuff hasn't happened yet.



• Insurance! Lawyers! Social Pressure!

• Capitalism!

• The free market!

• Capitalism and geography!

1. jet packs and self-driving cars are expensive and incredibly dangerous. Cars specifically 
require rewriting of an awful lot of laws. Building the car is the easy part. Figuring out what 
happens when the car runs someone over is not.
2. You can now read most places electronically but there are still a lot of competing 
standards for ebooks. More on that in a bit.
3. People want a computer to do a few dozen things simply, but they can't agree on what 
those few dozen things are. So computers do a few thousand things and people get stressed 
out that they don't know how to do the other 975 things it does. Plus they're expensive to fix, 
and maybe touchy.
4. It's expensive to deliver broadband to people in rural areas. One of the first states in the 
US with almost total broadband coverage? Oklahoma. It is flat.



I'm not trying to be a rabble rouser by talking about economic systems, just trying to state a 
fact. People think that the free market takes care of a lot of this stuff ... and it does for the 
majority of people most of the time. However the hardest to serve remain the hardest to 
serve and if your goal is to serve everyone, they become a huge problem. Put another way: 
we've had cable TV for decades now but what the MARKET wants is a la carte channels. 
McCain even lobbied for this. It's tougher than you think.



So where I live they are laying cable, in some cases, with draft horses and hoping that the 
severe winters don't compromise them. We're rural enough that when a new part of a street 
gets broadband, it makes the newspaper, in print. 

Meanwhile in Singapore you can get 100MBPS (2000x the speed of dialup) for what many 
people pay for a land line.



So where I live they are laying cable, in some cases, with draft horses and hoping that the 
severe winters don't compromise them. We're rural enough that when a new part of a street 
gets broadband, it makes the newspaper, in print. 

Meanwhile in Singapore you can get 100MBPS (2000x the speed of dialup) for what many 
people pay for a land line.



Where we are 
now

So I just want to talk a bit about  where we are now, while we talk about how to get to the 
future. Libraries enjoy a special place relative to the market economy because we're legally 
allowed to share things. Books, music, space, content. It's really terrific and one of my 
favorite things about America, specifically New England which has always had a really 
proactive library culture even in rural spaces.



Sharing books is easy. Moving to sharing digital content is a bit more difficult. In the US we 
have "right of first sale" which means that if you buy a book you can do what you want with it. 
This is not true for digital files. So people--librarians, patrons, publishers, authors--have to 
familiarize themselves with the legal landscape as well as the literature landscape. Things like 
copyright, and fair use and alternative licensing schemes are all things to know about.



And books, ebooks, become an exercise in being able to distinguish content (the thing the 
author writes) from container (the thing you read it on) and while digital files have very few 
restrictions on what you can do with them, there are artificial restrictions placed on them by 
publishers and sometimes authors. If you can copy a digital file 1000X, how can an author 
still make money off of it? This gets us into the world of metaphors. We don't all agree on 
what a "book" actually is now. This is confusing for tech novices and frustrating to those of 
us trying to work in sharing economies.



1976-2013 computer ads then and now

Why aren't computers easier? Back in the day, you'd have a computer if you were an electronic 
hobbyist. Nowadays, we're told, they're for everyone. People want a computer to do a few 
dozen things simply, but they can't agree on what those few dozen things are. So computers 
do a few thousand things and people get stressed out that they don't know how to do the 
other 975 things it does. Plus they're expensive to fix, and maybe touchy.
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“Digital” 
Divide

Cyberpunk author William Gibson has said "The future is already here — it's just not 
very evenly distributed." I think most of us are aware of social issues like poverty and 
people living without health care. The more and more people need to use computers 
to interact with their jobs and their government, the more people's lack of skills and 
knowhow becomes an issue of disenfranchisement and less just happenstance. And 
we don't know so much about these offline people. There's very little money in 
studying the digital divide.



"Too 
much $$"

"Can't get it"

"Not for me"

"Too hard"7%

19%

34%

32%

IRS was one of the original organizations (along with the FCC) to study offline America 
(sidebar: why) and they found that people were pretty evenly split. Two (at least) divides with 
subdivides originally

1. Can't get access (can't afford, not available) <br>
2. Don't want access (fear, stubborn)

Nowadays? Ten years later. About the same, a little more nuanced.

34% "Internet is not for me" (fear, stubborn, who knows)
32% "Internet is not easy to use" (need help, have challenges)
19% "Too expensive" (need access or need computer)
7% "Can't get it" (regulation is helping with this, but slowly)

The can't get access category is rapidly shrinking and is replaced by the "Don't get it" "Can't 
use it" category. This is progress?



competing messages

The internet 
makes you 

more 
productive!

23%
And the messages you get about the internet if you're offline are skewed. Pew's project for 
excellence in journalism did a study on what people thought about the internet from just 
reading the news about it. First was ...



The internet 
is not secure.

18%

competing messages

But quickly followed by this... People's feelings are real and if they feel like they're increasing 
their level of risk just by getting online, some people will just choose to stay offline. And this 
is a larger percentage of offline people every year.



Offline America
• 25% share a home with an online person

• 14% used to use the internet but stopped

• 92% are not interested in getting online

• 63% say they would need help 
getting online



three divides

•Economic

•Usability

•Empowerment



William James, about a hundred years ago, wrote a lot about making choices, in his case the 
"will to believe" or choose a religious path but I look at it  as referring to things you must take 
on faith generally. He talked about creating genuine options for people, that work with them 
in their real lives, not forcing them to be someone else in order to make those choices. be 
live, be forced, be momentuous



reflecting a 
better future

aka “what does help look like?”

One of the things we learned in library school is that people won't go to the library first when 
they have an information need, they'll ask their friends (even if their friends have no 
particular expertise) or maybe they'll Google something. 

By the time they're at the library in many cases they've tried and discarded other options. In 
my world it's people who have new grandkids, who need to apply for jobs or unemployment 
or food stamps, or who want to meet people, buy things, sell things. There are a lot of 
tipping points that push people towards an uncertain future with technology. 

One of the things I try to do is help people's early experiences be good ones. Sometimes this 
means getting them using the tools before they are forced to. 



From a passive content perspective each librarian has tricks, things they show people online 
that make online seem interesting and non-creepy. This can be an aerial view of someone's 
house (not always creepy!) or a way to find something on sale with free shipping that costs a 
ton of money or involves a long car ride, or maybe it's just something about themselves or 
where they are...

"A FEW ANBODOTES  of practical value have often been told me. A Mr. Allen was  walking about near the top of 
Pumpkin Hill, and saw a blaok  bear coming up its very steep east side directly towards him.  Fortunately he had 
presence of mind to start a rock rolling  down, which struck the bear against a large tree and killed  the ferocious 
beast. Such were the dangers to which the early inhabitants were exposed, and such were the providences  that 
delivered them. "

"In 1810, an association called the Second Social Library was  formed in town. Tradition says, 
and the name would imply that  a library existed prior to this, but there are no records and 
no  definite information regarding it, although there is some evidence it was in South 
Ashfield."



One of the simplest things you can do is start with a scanner, or even a camera and 
encourage people to digitize things, their things (or your things). It sounds techie when you 
say it that way but it doesn't have to be. Scan photos or documents. Send people home with a 
copy. Offer to show them how to email or store that photograph online. People who don't feel 
comfortable with the technology can assist in the organization or the metadata (just don't call 
it metadata). People think they have to create huge digital archives when really, putting 12 
photos on Flickr this month is 12 more photos than were on Flickr last month. And they're 
your photos!



and you don't have to reinvent the wheel, no one wants that. But it's folly to presume that 
you're the only organization with tight budget and resources. Other people have done it, 
learn from their stories.



and you don't have to reinvent the wheel, no one wants that. But it's folly to presume that 
you're the only organization with tight budget and resources. Other people have done it, 
learn from their stories.



and you don't have to reinvent the wheel, no one wants that. But it's folly to presume that 
you're the only organization with tight budget and resources. Other people have done it, 
learn from their stories.



and you don't have to reinvent the wheel, no one wants that. But it's folly to presume that 
you're the only organization with tight budget and resources. Other people have done it, 
learn from their stories.



Sometimes I'll start with simple brainstorming. "What information do we have here in this 
building that other people might want access to?" "How can we share it beyond our borders?" 
"Can we do this legally and ethically?" A lot of people start with old family photos or, in some 
cases, those old cemetery records that you keep in a binder. I grump about computers 
sometimes but one of the things they do really well is sorting. This is a project of Brant 
County in Ontario, about half the population of Franklin County. One summer they got a kid 
to photograph, map and type in the cemetery records from the towns. Then they put it 
online.... Now people who are looking for relatives in cemeteries can search by date, look on a 
map and find a grave even if they are nowhere near Ontario.
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One of the neat things about this project is the "hey help us out" aspect. In a few ways. They 
solicit contributions with "scan and share" events. Brant County has even put up a how to 
essay called Digitzation without Fears.

Don't know who is in a photo? Don't let that stop you, you can "tag" the photo as a "mystery" 
and then people can click through and leave a comment if they have more information.

I know it seems like a pretty big deal and maybe a lot of work, but the secret (besides some 
grants) is partnership. Working with the other little organizations in the region to get 
resources, or volunteers or space or whatever.
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"crowdsourcing" as it's often called can be useful to make historical discoveries as with this 
photo which was uploaded to photo sharing site flickr, though to be a whaling photo until 
someone said "I think that might be Phineas Gage..." I have sort of a soft spot for this sort of 
thing because I used Google (and a Google Books view of a book about the history of 
Princeton MA) to find a photo of my great grandfather as a boy about a hundred years ago. 
This was a lucky grab because he happened to be friends with the kid whose dad owned the 
famous hotel.
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If you don't want to start your own project, maybe you can just contribute to another one. 
One of my favorite annual projects is the Wikipedia summer of Monuments which is a push 
(with prizes) to get people to upload images of places on the National Historic Register. 
These can be in your area (click) or just a place you've been. They're especially looking for 
pictures from the American south.
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Project Gutenberg is an online archive of public domain texts. You can read them, download them, put them on 
your device, whatever. They're pretty high quality. According to the Atlantic, "100,000 people around the world 
have taken part in a massive proofreading project to correct the electronic texts of 25,000 free ebooks on the 
Gutenberg site." If you're a born nitpicker like I am this is actually fun. It's a little less fun to grapple with the 
interface and so while I like to use it as an example, it may not be the best way to get started....
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... and maybe people haven't heard of Project Gutenberg. It's possible. But they've probably 
heard of NYPL, right? They have a menu review project that is perfect for someone who 
knows a lot about food in the ... early 1900s? Menus from a hundred years ago. Now 
searchable online. This helps us learn more about food, food prices, food while traveling, 
hotel history, home economics, a lot of stuff. And humans put it together.
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we can even keep with the theme and see what the Metropolitan Life Insurance 
Representatives en route to the Dedication of the Tuberculosis Sanitarium for 
Employees ate on the train. And while I was looking up this example, I also proofread 
this menu!
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Now clearly these are some examples that appeal to me. My interests, my hobbies and my internet. But my 
larger point is that there's a "my internet" out there for everyone. With the things that they like and the 
topics that they want to learn about. It doesn't need to be some all-encompassing thing. Some people never 
take to the "online world" and that's totally fine. My favorite thing I found while researching this talk was this 
set of old "highway" photos of Massachusetts from 1892-1893. They are up on the photo sharing site Flickr. 
And they went along with a report on the Massachusetts state roadways, a report which I found at the Mass 
State Archives. Sometimes just one photo of a kid near a bicycle on a muddy road can give you more of a 
sense of place and time than reading any book. And the library, the public institution, is the way to 
consolidate those community memories.
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In closing,

Gandhi is quoted a lot as saying "Be the change you want to see in the world", but it's a bit of a paraphrase 
of his longer statement. 

"We but mirror the world. All the tendencies present in the outer world are to be found in the world of our 
body. If we could change ourselves, the tendencies in the world would also change. As a man changes his 
own nature, so does the attitude of the world change towards him.... We need not wait to see what others 
do." 

So the future, such as it is, is all around us and what we make it, is what it is.



thank you!
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