Some Thoughts On ALA 2.0
Happy Birthday Jim!

I’m writing you from Beijing on November 12 where I am leading a delegation of 20 mostly academic and school librarians as part of a much larger U.S. China joint Education Conference.

When I return, I’ll likely rewrite this.  The Chinese may well have it all figured out. (  But first we have this conversation about freedom of access and free expression….

A longtime friend and colleague told me not long that he had dropped his ALA membership after 30 years in large part because ALA continued to be unwilling to embrace open access models and to open its rich data for the greater good.  Others may soon follow, or worse, choose to retire and no longer be the reliable ‘check-book members’ who have supported the association long after their retirement.

As Michael Stevens has said “For new members, millennial librarians and those new to the profession, this shift (to open access) is imperative. When a quickly-formed group of plugged in librarians can convene online so easily between free tools such as Facebook, a wiki, a blog and chat tools such as IM to create knowledge, hold a conference or make a decision, we must offer similar experiences and affordances to our new members.”

As an adjunct professor at Dominican University’s GSLIS, I encourage students to join and get involved in ALA, to experience the opportunities to meet, to network, electronically or face-to-face at local, state and national meetings.

But I also share the often frustrating story of my own early involvement in ALA through ACRL, eventually turning to the fine mix of public and academic librarians in LAMA at the suggestion of a colleague or two. Our newest members may not have the time or patience to wait as long for active empowerment as some of us.

How do we make ALA 2.0 happen?

Silo Management

Our retired colleague Joey Rodger, former PLA Executive Director and Urban Libraries Council President, always good with a phrase, once told the group of us who were ALA division executive directors at a weekly briefly meeting: “If there is no light at the end of the tunnel, then what we are about is ‘tunnel management.’”

Same for ALA’s legendary silos.  We’ve been tackling this issue since before most millenials were born.  We have made slow progress, but not it’s enough.  How many of us remember ALA President Bill Summers’ radical 1980’s proposal to reshape ALA by having members essentially ‘hitch their wagon, to a key action area or two: Intellectual Freedom, Libraries and Schools, Basic and Information Literacy, Equity of Access, and so on. Divisions and units would all pool resources and staff around our core values and member interests.  Perhaps unworkable, (try getting rid of any ALA group) but it reflects what many new members feel about things like best practice, gathering and using our success stories and creating seamless virtual member communities around the compelling and oft-changing interests of our profession(s).

Engaging America’s Youth
I’ve been serving on the Youth Action Committee, an advisory body to the IMLS’s “Engaging America’s Youth” Initiative.  We’ve been talking with our colleagues who have implemented IMLS grants targeted at getting K-12 youth interested and engaged in the work of libraries and museums across the country. Part of most of the 15 we’ve looked at in-depth is building a sense of civic and community responsibility though cultural organizations.  

A particularly compelling project based in small public library in southern Alaska challenged Native American youth in the community to teach their elders 21st century information literacy skills—how to use the internet, e-mail and more.  An added benefit has been the recruitment of young people to the library museum professions. It has been wildly successful.

A panel of youth who worked on several of these projects interacted with IMLS staff and the Action Committee in November in Washington. What was the key to making these projects work, and keep young people engaged?  You guessed it. “We were trusted.”  Trust drives change. Nearly as important to them, they told us, was building globally responsible citizens.

As I was tossing Jim’s charge around the past couple of weeks, this experience seemed to be a good conceptual model for engaging new library and information workers—entrust our newest members to teach us, to show us the latest stuff using the new tools in every imaginable social space—face-to-face, virtual…

Staff Be Nimble, Staff Be Quick
Some strategic recent hires at ALA hold renewed promise of some staff-led, member-fed initiatives to get us out of the gate and running. We have much to do to catch up.  

Remember ALA’s first web presence in the early 1990s came not from within, but from the forward-looking and generous support technology at the nearby University of Illinois at Chicago.  ALA caught up enough to eventually be a full-fledged technological ALA 1.0.

With some creative thinking, staff and member-smart action, an ALA 2.0 can lead the library and information association world toward a reinvention that will excite all of us and set a sustainable future for the world’s oldest and largest library association in a socially just and responsible global economy.

What are waiting for?
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