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Introductory remarks

As educators of professional library staff, and researchers into the effective use of information in academic, corporate and community contexts, we are pleased to see attention being paid to the role of libraries in the online environment. 

We believe that this attention to libraries must extend to librarians and the role that they play in fostering effective use of information. 

Increasing access to Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) for bridging the digital divide has implications for the information literacy needs of all Australians. The idea that this access will serve to reduce the divide has been accompanied by a relatively limited emphasis on the challenges faced by individuals and communities when introduced to ICTs. Access is not enough. Access will not help Australians effectively retrieve and effectively use online and other information.  More is needed than technology itself to bring about progress in strategic directions and the way ICTs are utilised to achieve this. What is also needed is an information literate population enlightened by professionals who have the appropriate skills.

Information literacy

Information literacy is about people’s information practices in their ICT environment. Attending to information literacy needs and facilitating effective information practices are critical components of any strategy which involves the effective use of ICTs by the public. Information literacy attends to how people connect with information, interact with information, and use information. An information literate person has the ability to locate, evaluate, and use information effectively in support of independent and continuous learning. 

Information literacy is inextricably associated with information practices and critical thinking in the ICT environment. Emerging with the advent of information technologies in the early 1970s, it has grown, taken shape and strengthened to become recognized as a fundamental literacy for this century. 

Without information literacy people are condemned to lack of information, dependence upon others for access to knowledge and information, and are alienated from information sources. This has been characterised by some as information anxiety (Wurman, 2001). Making information available to the world through ICTs is not enough.

The Australian Library and Information Association’s Statement on information literacy (ALIA Information Literacy Forum, 2001) highlights the importance of information literacy for all Australians:

Information literacy is a prerequisite for:

a. participative citizenship; 

b. social inclusion; 

c. the creation of new knowledge; 

d. personal, vocational, corporate and organisational empowerment; and, 

e. learning for life. 

Library and information services professionals therefore embrace a responsibility to develop the information literacy of their clients. 

As ICTs develop rapidly, and the information environment becomes increasingly complex, educators are recognizing the needs for learners to engage with the information environment as part of their formal learning processes. Information literacy is therefore pivotal to the pursuit of lifelong learning, and central to achieving both personal empowerment and economic development. It is a foundation for learning in our environment of continuous technological change.

Information literacy is a natural extension of the concept of literacy in information society, and information literacy education is the catalyst required to transform the information society of today into the learning society of tomorrow. It is librarians who are professionally prepared to ensure that people are empowered to learn and to take their place in the learning society.

Libraries in the online environment

The following comments are associated specifically to the Committee’s terms of reference.

(a) the current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online

Libraries are consistently reported to be the most used of Australia’s public cultural institutions.  During the period 1999 – 2000 there were over 9 million visitors to the public libraries scattered across the nation.   For their many visitors libraries serve a diverse range of functions.  They are learning centres, knowledge centres, community gathering places, information service provides, and they provide liaison between citizens and government (McClure, 1994).  As more and more information becomes available in the online environment and ICT permeates everyday existence, libraries are significantly changing their services and reconsidering their functions.  There are many roles to be played by librarians within such an online environment.

The librarian has the capacity to take on the role of navigator and instructor.  As navigators librarians possess the knowledge and experience to guide community members to the most useful information sources available within the online setting.  Librarians can create online information repositories and Web interfaces that allow community wide access to local, national and other information.  As instructors librarians possess the expertise to teach the skills essential for members of community to be self reliant in their access and use of online resources and information.    The librarian can develop Web sites that can support information literacy instruction that reach out to the wider community beyond the walls of the library building.

The library has the capacity to take on the role of a safety net and as leader.  As safety net it can ensure equal access to all members of community to the resources and information available online.  The library’s mandate of information for all suggests that it is the most logical agency for ensuring that all members of community have access to the technology and the skills training to ensure that they become active and prosperous citizens in the growing online community.  As leader in the online environment it has a responsibility to explore new developments in ICTs and their impact upon community.  The library has the capacity to be innovative and to experiment with new technologies and to work strategically with other organisations to exploit ICTs for the good of community. 

If libraries are to define their role and function within the online environment then the needs and demands by community within this context must be clearly identified.  Despite strong community demand for library services, there continue to be many non-users of libraries.   Effective definition of library role and function requires programs that clearly articulate information requirements of users and non-users.  An investigation along these lines was reported on seven years ago. It represented a real effort to develop an understanding of the needs and demands of the Australian community of its state and public library network (Mercer, 1995). There have been significant ICT changes since then. The Internet has become a core part of social, economic and political existence.  If the Australian community is to prosper it is essential that there be community wide discussion on the role of libraries within an online environment that can support a learning community.

(b) 
the response by libraries (public, university, research) to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources

University libraries across Australia are amongst world leaders in developing effective online information environments and providing an appropriate information literacy education environment to support the availability of such information. The effective information literacy programs of universities are grounded in the importance of integration with the practice of the community of users (in this case educational curriculum and research), and partnerships with key stakeholders. This dual approach has much to offer the public sector and key principles associated with the development of programs may be transferable across sectors. Recognition of the learning support, educative role of the librarian is critical to such achievement. 

Those local authorities that continue to see libraries as repositories for lending books and a council service cost, must be encouraged to recognize the many and varied roles and responsibilities of libraries and the fact that they represent an educational and cultural investment. In rural areas where there are likely to be fewer alternatives, it is important to make the most of library capabilities by fostering the placement of qualified librarians in those areas, providing digital resources and access, and ensuring that programs are in place to see that these resources are used effectively.

(c) 
possible strategies which would enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries, including the establishment of library networks, improved online access in libraries, online libraries, and greater public knowledge and skill in using library resources 

Greater public knowledge and skill in using library resources begins with exposure throughout the system of education: pre-schools, schools, TAFEs and universities. Appropriately educated teachers and librarians are critical for this purpose at the different stages. This should culminate in modelling of information literacy education within contemporary professional and vocational education curriculum. All tertiary courses should provide extensive exposure, not only for the information skills of learners, but to the role of libraries and information agencies in supporting the professions and community. Effective achievement of these directions requires significant redistribution of funds within the education community, with more funds going to libraries and a higher proportion of librarians per head of population.

There should be much greater collaboration between public libraries and libraries at various levels of education so that they engage in joint programs and coordinated programs of information literacy in association curricula.

Greater public knowledge in general requires marketing and provision of services to those who do not presently use libraries. 

d) 
the use of libraries to deliver information and services over the Internet to more effectively meet community demands for public information in the online environment

Libraries have consistently represented an information ‘portal’ for the community long before the Web gave the term new prominence. This has been associated with community information services pertinent to local needs. Librarians have the capability to produce portals that provide a refined approach to filtering and focusing the plethora of Internet information and making it usable. Examples of the many gateways that are presently being maintained and the standards that apply to them are provided at Australian Subject Gateways (National Library of Australia, 2002).

Programs should be supported that enable public libraries to establish and maintain such portals or community information services that are directed specifically at local community information requirements.

The growing discipline of Web content management (efficient preparation of material for publishing on the Internet) provides an avenue for improved distribution of local material – for example the business of local authorities, or of matters of interest to a region – that can be organised by librarians through libraries.

Paradigms of information services have been changing in recent times. This change has been from one of service based on the requirements of technology and science, to a philosophy of service based on meeting the need of the client, and indeed broadening the base of clientele through effective service design and provision. The emphasis is on inclusiveness. Libraries must, in the very design of their collections and services, make it possible for their users to achieve high levels of information literacy whilst encountering minimum barriers. 

Clearly it is necessary for information services to facilitate information use, rather than be repositories of information. Such services must reveal to the clientele what is available, and in times of clear public need must bring information to the people in a proactive way. This might mean staff and collections and technologies leaving the library premises, and entering public places. It might mean well developed Web pages, and portals to areas of interest amongst the library’s particular clientele. The current redesign of the State Library of Queensland to appeal to the younger generation is an example of what might be done. Other examples include provision of catalogue interfaces in languages other than English, such as those of the Brisbane City Council in Chinese and Spanish. Libraries must be closers of the digital divide, and in order to achieve this they must understand what opens the divide for their user populations. The availability of material is worthless for empowering users if it is not reachable by the people.

(e) 
the roles of various levels of government, the corporate sector and libraries themselves in ensuring the most effective use of libraries as a primary public information resource in the online environment.

Australian government currently exercises its role though the establishment of legislation and information policies in specific areas. There is no overarching information policy, and while this may not be seen as desirable, it is at least important to identify each of those sectors to which information policy is applicable, and how such policies may interrelate.

With respect to libraries, this could give greater definition to the role that they play in the community and substantiation for funding models. It can also mean working with the library sector to develop a national policy and strategy on information literacy.

Federal Govt agencies should seek and adopt strategies in their communication with the Australian people that promote the use of libraries as a key source of information. For example, ‘Further information is available from your public library’ together with a Web address, could appear prominently in all materials. Links between online government material and libraries for contextual information and as complementary information sources can be provided, for example with Australian Bureau of Statistics data.

Federal, State and Local Governments are in a position to support and fund library endeavours to:

· Seek ways of adopting strong client-centred service orientations and investigate alternative service designs.

· Develop learning programs to enhance information literacy for a range of age groups and client types through the public library system.

· Research into the needs of different user groups and ways in which libraries can meet these needs in the online environment.

· Research into the character of the digital divide as experienced by all Australians and ways in which libraries can help close the gap.

Information never was and never can be free. The cost of information is one of the major barriers to its use. Governments, libraries and the corporate sector need to establish policies of continuing to absorb the cost of information retrieval and access, particularly for the disadvantaged members of our community. ‘Free access’ to information and ‘user pays’, need to be effectively balanced to ensure appropriate access for all Australians. This balance can be promoted and maintained through ongoing dialogue between legislators and the library sector.

Further development can be pursued of work that has been initiated by the Australian Library and Information Association in developing a National Forum for Information Literacy (NFIL) along the lines of the original forum established in the United States.

Small businesses are a significant element of our economy, and, to succeed, need effective access to information. A barrier to such access, particularly online information access, is failure to budget. Programs should be established to promote effective resource allocation. Libraries can effectively advise corporate users on identifying and budgeting for their information requirements, then work effectively with them to fulfil these requirements. 

Summary
ICTs have improved the distribution, delivery, currency and availability of information particularly in government, business and education. This has not necessarily led to improved access to, discrimination between or effective use of the many electronic information sources.

The ability to filter and to evaluate critically the sources that satisfy information needs is achieved by information literacy, a complement of computer literacy, and a skill that librarians are both equipped with, and equipped to impart to others.

Effective information use, supporting life-long learning has long been a role of libraries which can provide a favourable physical environment along with staff that can be trusted to provide objective advice on information resources in both physical and digital form.

Librarians contribute greatly to effective use of online resources themselves, by structuring access to resources through catalogues, databases and information architecture and metadata for Web sites. They also provide content by means of the type of services that foster social cohesion. These might be ongoing online resources such as community information services, or specific projects such as digital preservation of oral histories, audiovisuals and photographic images of local history resources.

The libraries provide the environment. The librarians have the capacity to enable people to improve their own information literacy, so that they may make informed choices that are an essential underpinning of democracy.

We urge support for instructional programs conducted by librarians within libraries to improve public information literacy: greater public knowledge and skill in discerning use of library resources in particular and online resources in general.
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