Knowledge Network Values:
Learning at Risk?

Editor's note: Peter Young, Executive Director
of the U.S. National Commiission on Libraries
and Information Science, presented this speech at
the First General Session of the 1991 North
Carolina Library Association Conference.

t is a pleasure to be with you this
afternoon. The topic I'm going to

talk about today concerns the

impact that electronic networks

are having on the values of our
knowledge and learning institu-

tions, including libraries. A few years ago,
we would not be talking about knowledge,
networks, learning, or values at library asso-
ciation conferences. Then we were talking
about furnishing library services to users.
Times have changed, however, and these
recent changes are the subject of my talk.
Picture the following scene: [ am
standing on a street corner in downtown
Chicago last month when a colleague, an
academic librarian, turns to me and asks:
“Peter, what do you mean by the phrase
‘knowledge network communities?’” At

Networks challenge our
concepts of service

with the hard reality

of commercialism

and competition.

the time, it was a little difficult to talk
about paradigm shifts, especially with
Chicago’s rush hour traffic roaring past in
front of us. So, instead of changing sub-
jects or launching into a lecture, | shouted
a few brief comments about the role of
libraries in national networks, and about
our changing concepts of communica-
tions, knowledge, and community brought
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on by advances in computing and com-
munication technology. I'm going to try
to answer my friend’s question this after-
noon by briefly exploring the impact of
knowledge networks on learning and val-
ues.

The language that we use to discuss
interactive networks is not the same as the
language of librarianship. Actually, it is
getting hard to know whether we are talk-
ing about libraries, information, or com-
munications. For example, a recent deci-
sion by the Federal Communications
Commission to allow telephone compa-

nies to deliver television programming
to the home through fiber optic cable
mixes the entertainment with the
communication industries. Similarly,
last summer’s federal court action to
allow the regional telephone companies
to offer information services seems to
mix communications with information
delivery. The boundaries between
various information, entertainment,
and communication fields are shifting.
The edges between our library systems
and communication networks are be-
coming increasingly fuzzy. The same
fuzzy edges are affecting our concepts
of education, learning, and knowledge.

Perhaps the confusion some of us feel
talking about libraries and knowledge net-
works is symptomatic of the maturing of
our field; or perhapsitisasignal of advanc-
ing age and the onset of dementia. In a
more positive vein, perhaps these con-
cerns signal a shift in the social functions
of our libraries and the alliance of libraries

with other information, education, and
communications organizations. Perhaps
our concern with knowledge network fu-
tures at library association meetings such
as this reflects a paradigm shift.

Increasingly, library involvement in
communication networks is changing the
way we think and talk about libraries and
information services. The changes are
reflected in our terminology. Phrases such
as “knowledge networks”, “information
architecture”, and “communications in-
frastructure” reflect changesin the way we
think about the information transfer
functions related to learning, thinking,
and knowledge, as well as our definitions
of network and community.

The information future does indeed
involve knowledge networks. But what
are the differences between using a knowl-
edge network and using a library? Are
these knowledge networks based on the
same values reflected by the library as a
learning institution? What, indeed, do we
mean when we speak of a knowledge com-
munity tied together by a national elec-
tronic network? Will libraries become
irrelevant in the information future where
knowledge networks are ubiquitous? And
if they become irrelevant, why should we
care about it?

The current situation reminds me of
the story about the devoutly religious man
whose house is threatened by a flood.
With the water rising and evacuation un-
derway, the man refuses his family’s pleas
to leave the area of danger, saying, “No,
God will save me.” As the flood waters rise
to the porch, a neighbor in a rowboat
offers to evacuate him. The man refuses,
saying, “You go ahead, God will save me.”
The water rises to the second floor. A
motorboat passes by the house and the
driver tries to persuade the man to leave.
The man waves the motorboat away say-
ing, “No fear, God will save me.”

The water continues to rise past the
roof line of the house. The man climbs
onto the peak of the roof, where a rescue
helicopter lets down aline, but, once again,
he calls to his rescuers that “God will save
me, don't worry.” The water rises to his
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neck, and he turns his face to the sky and
calls out to God, “I'm ready for you to save
me now, Lord.” At this point a loud voice
from heaven bellows, “I've already sent
you a rowboat, a motorboat, and a heli-
copter; what more do you want?”

Compare the man in this story to the
library profession. As floods of informa-
tion, new formats, and new technologies
engulf our libraries, the purist in each of us
tends to differentiate our calling from the
functions performed by the entertainment
industry, commercial information services,
and the telephone companies. Over the
last quarter century automation, online
integrated systems, digital optical storage,
and electronic networks have transformed
the nature of libraries and library users.
Yet much of our behavior also inhibits the
spread of technology, focusing instead on
maintaining the collections and preserv-
ing the concepts from our past. We also
tend to over-emphasize the complications
of new technologies rather than to stress
the conveniences. Our orientation is to-
wards users borrowing or copying materi-
als, not on delivering or marketing infor-
mation services. Networks challenge our
concepts of service with the hard reality of
commercialism and competition.

Like the man in the flood, we seem to
have placed our professional faith ina higher
order, rather than risking a transformation
and, perhaps, a loss. Instead of viewing
technology as a tool for librarians, our
emphasis might better be placed on the
technological potential for expanding user
access in ways that are consistent with the
values and ideas of librarianship.

Library Paradigm Shift to
Knowledge Networks

Thomas S. Kuhn published The Structure of
Scientific Revolutions (University of Chi-
cago, 1970) over two decades ago. This
work popularized the phrase “paradigm
shift” to describe a global shift in world
view or vision which occurs when an
anomaly presents questions that cannot
be readily explained. Lacking satisfactory
answers to these critical question creates a
crisis or breakdown reflected by deep pro-
fessional insecurity. An emerging new
paradigm presents different rules with new
language and terminology that is neater
and simpler in offering answers to ques-
tions which exposed the inadequacy of
the previous paradigm.

My objective this afternoon is to cast
doubt about the adequacy of our existing
library paradigm to easily incorporate
network technologies. | want to encourage
a re-examination of the values and estab-
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lished conventions represented by the li-
brary paradigm and learning systems. The
truth is that a new knowledge network
paradigm is emerging rapidly. We need to
identify those structures that are abso-
lutely essential if we are perpetuate the
values of the learning community into the
knowledge networks of the future. Like
the man in the flood, the library profession
needs to be rescued from the rising flood
waters. But we also need to be very clear
about what we leave behind and what we
take with us when we climb into someone
else’s rescue vehicle.

The computer and communications
industries are in transition. The computer
transition involves a shift from desktop
machines to networks where isolated pro-
ductivity tools are integrated into net-
works with other client and server ma-
chines. The transition also involves the
integration of multimedia, blending as-
pects of books, television, computers, and
the human imagination. In a sense, the
transition involves the convergence of
technologies associated with video, tele-
phone, and computing to produce a
powerful new paradigm thatallowsa PCto
play television quality video and stereo
sound through interactive programs.

The communications transition in-
volves a shift from electronic voice com-
munication to high-speed, high-capacity
digital data transmission that integrates
the concerns of the cable television in-
dustry with the phone companies and the
newspaper publishing industry. The con-
verging interests of these various industries
isevident in recent federal court decisions,
but evidence of the concern about these
public policy questions surfaced at the
White House Conference on Library and
Information Services this past summer.
Two top priority recommendations re-
ceived attention. One concerns the role of
libraries in supporting children and youth
literacy services, the other focuses on the
role of libraries in the national electronic
information network. Libraries have cru-
cial roles to play in the emerging networks
which serve the educational, informa-
tional, and communication needs of the
nation. Identifying these roles involves a
careful look at the cultural and behavioral
changes associated with the emerging
knowledge network community.

Knowledge Network
Communities

Networked organizations are now emerg-
ing which present new models that chal-
lenge our older concepts of time and place.
Networks have the potential for changing
the nature of the overall work and educa-

tional enrironments, and of changing the
conventional patterns and expectations
of who talks to whom and who has access
to what knowledge.

Marilyn Ferguson, in her 1980 book,
The Aquarian Conspiracy: Personal and So-
cial Transformation in the 1980’s (p. 213),
describes the “network” as

.. . the institution of our time:
an open system, a dissipative
structure so richly coherent that
it is in constant flux, poised for
reordering, capable of endless
transformation. This organic
mode of social organization is
more biologically adaptive,
more efficient, and more
"conscious" than the hierarchi-
cal structures of modern
civilization. The network is
plastic, flexible. In effect, each
member is the center of the
network. Networks are coopera-
tive, not competitive. They are
true grassroots: self-generating,
self-organizing, sometimes even
self-destructing. They represent
a process, a journey, not a
frozen structure.

Our library orientation for organizing
information and structuring learning en-
vironments is challenged by the fluid and
dynamic nature of networks. Old static,
closed systems for ordering knowledge in
a hierarchical paradigm are disappearing
under therising flood waters of a networked
global community.

Ournotions of community asa body of
individuals with common interests living
in a defined physical space or a specific
geographical area is no longer consistent
with reality. A community is becoming
place independent. Communities are, by
definition, social constructs built upon
common interests and participation. As a
result of forming a community, structures,
customs, and shared expectations arise to
satisfy a human need for order, consis-
tency, fairness, and effectiveness. Com-
munity members are distinguished from
those not a part of the group by access to
information and knowledge, not by where
they reside.

Communication of information and
knowledge among the members of a com-
munity is an essential defining aspect of
any community. In a networked commu-
nity, however, communication takes on a
heightened level of importance. Interac-
tion among network members may be the
only outward evidence of community ac-
tivity. Communication, however, involves
more than messages. It entails status and
hierarchy relationships. Communication
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involves an alignment or a frame for mes-
sages between parties. Just like traffic rules
changed when interstate highways were
introduced to motorists in the 1960’s, so
also the “rules of the road” for governing
traffic and determining “right of way” in
knowledge networks requireareorientation
of our priorities and status relationships.
Questions relating to quality, productivity,
privacy, and access need to be balanced
against the open, adaptive, organic, and
flexible nature of networks.

Learning Community Values

The impact of electronic networks and
multimedia technologies on the learning
community affects not only the nature of
educational resources, but also the nature
of the community’s social structures which
maintain the identity and viability of the
group. Computer laboratories and elec-
tronic classrooms provide students with
the ability to interact with instructional
resources in ways that are not possible
through printed textual sources. But these
same communities of learning, which de-
pend upon the network’s interactions and
links to maintain the values and quality of
scholarship, are also constrained by the
limits to access imposed by current prop-
erty ownership and subscription pricing
policies of owners and creators.

The electronic environment of com-
puter networks is marked by versatility,
complexity, diversity, and intangibility.
Most of our society’s traditional rights,
customs, and freedoms result from a so-
cial, legal, and political environment that
is defined by constraints of physical space
and temporal proximity. Just the problem
of talking about the nature of information
on a network presents problems. The flu-
idity of the network makes it difficult to

know which version of a document we are
talking about, whether it is the draft, a
review copy, or a “published” copy. The
diversity of different environments makes
it difficult to identify who is the author,
the reviewer, the editor, the publisher, the
distributor, the teacher, the learner, the
librarian, or the archivist.

Notonly do networks stretch our print-
bound delineation of roles, they
also expose the limits of our old
paradigms. Intellectual property
law, social equity policy, informa-
tion economics, and regulation of
communications are all under siege
from the emerging new knowledge
network paradigm. Our social laws
and customs result from an indus-
trial era with different prioritiesand
cultures than those common to the
emerging knowledge network com-
munity.

The protection of free speech
and assurance of privacy in elec-
tronic network use are both critical
to our society. Individual rightsand
liberties are especially critical to our
entry into the networking age since
we are on the eve of celebrating the
bicentennial of the Bill of Rights ratifica-
tion on December 15, 1991. Greater free-
doms of access are possible with electronic
networks, but greater restraints are also
possible. The ease with which electronic
impulses can be manipulated, modified,
distorted, transmitted, and erased requires
a careful balancing of competing needs.
The situation is made more complex by
international aspects of network access
involving questions of different legal and
regulatory structures.

The values of our knowledge network
communities must reflect those freedoms
and principles which both inspired and

troubled past generations of teachers and
librarians. In addition, the new knowl-
edge communities require legal and eco-
nomic structures, as well as electronic net-
work infrastructures to perpetuate those
value structures which are basic to our
democratic way of life.

Our society's freedoms must surely be
translated to function within the bound-

Networks have the potential
for changing the nature of
the overall work and
educational environments,
and of changing the
conventional patterns and
expectations of who talks to
whom and who has access
to what knowledge.

aries of the new knowledge network com-
munities, just as these freedoms must be
redeveloped to form the basis for newly
emerging national governments in East-
ern Europe and the Soviet Union. The
changes occurring in these knowledge
network and community domains are not
simply economic and political in nature.
The changes involve fundamental deci-
sions about how communications must
function among individuals in order to
respond to new definitions of productiv-
ity, accountability, and responsiveness in
creating a caring, humane, and civilized
world society in the future. =—————

CALL FOR ENTRIES:

1991-92 Sara Aull Student Paper Award Competition

special librarianship.

This competition provides an award of $200 for the best student paper of publishable quality relating to special libraries.
The paper must be less than 5000 words, and written in the same format as articles in Special Libraries.

The paper must neither be under consideration for publication nor have been previously published.

Entrants must be enrolled in a Master of Library Science degree program within the state of North Carolina or have
graduated from any ALA-accredited program within twelve months prior to the submission deadline of February 1, 1992.
Each paper will be judged on its originality, professional significance, clarity of expression, and relation to the field of

Further information may be obtained from:

Dr. Robert M. Ballard Dr. Larry Auld Dr. Beatrice Kovacs Dr. Evelyn Daniels
Library & Information Science  Library & Information Studies  Library & Information Studies  Information&LibraryScience
N.C. Central University East Carolina University U.N.C. - Greensboro University of North Carolina

Durham, NC 27707 Greenville, NC 27834 Greensboro, NC 27412 Chapel Hill, NC 27599
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The One-Stop Source for the Best in Children's Literature

An ideal research tool for collection
development and maintenance, the new Sixteenth Edition of Children’s

Catalog provides a balanced list of over 6,000 of the best new and established fiction
and non-fiction titles written for children from pre-school through the sixth grade.

Broad Range of Coverage
Compiled by specialists in library
service to children in elementary
schools and public libraries across
the United States, Children’s
Catalog covers a wide range of
topics for the young reader, from
dinosaurs to space sciences, from
riddles and rhymes to adoption
and other social issues. Biogra-
phies, picture books, contempo-
rary fiction, and favorite classics
are well represented, and selected
aids for the children’s librarian or
media specialist are included.

Easy Access

The new Sixteenth Edition of

Children’s Catalog is organized in

three easy-to-use sections:

* Classified Catalog

$ Author, Title, Subject, and
Analytical Index to the
Classified Catalog

# Directory of Publishers
and Distributors.
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Stay Up to Date

for Five Years—

Ongoing Service

Children's Catalog is a five-year

service, providing:

# The initial basic hardcover
catalog which classifies
and annotates over 6,000
titles, with more than 7,000
analytical references

% Four paperbound supplements

published at one-year intervals,

listing more than 550 newly
published titles each issue,
covering 1992, 1993, 1994,
and 1995.

“An excellent
source for basic
collections.”

—American Reference
Books Annual
{on the Fifteenth Edition)
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An Indispensable Resource

Children’s Catalog is useful as:

¥ A Book Selection and
Purchasing Tool

# A Versatile Reference Aid

% A Resource for Curriculum
Support

# An Extension of the Library's
Catalog.

Subscribe Today
Subscribers to the five-year
service of Children’s Catalog
receive the initial basic hardcover
volume and four additional paper-
bound supplements. Available
for only $90 U.S. and Canada,
$100 other countries.

To Order Call Toll-Free
1-800-367-6770

Outside of the U.S.
and Canada, call
1-212-588-8400.
Telefax

1-212-590-1617.
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