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ALA Participation Task Force

Member situation #3:

You have been an ALA member for x years. Your personal financial situation (kids, mortgage, car loan, orthodontia bills, maybe some remaining student loans, etc.) prevents you from attending the ALA Annual conference and the Midwinter meeting.  Your employer, for whatever reason, can’t or won’t subsidize such participation.  But you want to get involved and contribute?  What does ALA offer such members today?  What should it offer them?  How can it offer them opportunities for meaningful involvement?

Assessment of current opportunities:

· I can read American Libraries and my divisional/ round table newsletters and journals

· I can submit a “letter to the editor” of American Libraries to comment on an article or issue

· I can publish in ALA journals

· I can use the ALA Web site

· I can subscribe to ALAWON and follow-up on legislative alerts with my representatives in Congress

· I can subscribe to various other ALA listservs™

· If I am a member of that section, I can volunteer to serve on a committee of the ACRL College Libraries section (Reportedly this section’s committees have for a number of years eliminated face-to-face meetings—at least at Midwinter, perhaps entirely—and conduct their business mostly through asynchronous e-mail exchanges.  At least one Round table’s board holds online meetings twice a year, one between Midwinter and Annual and the other between Annual and Midwinter.)

· I can draft a statement of purpose, gather one hundred members’ signatures, and seek Committee on Organization and Council approval to establish a Member Initiative Group addressing “a common concern.”  See the ALA Handbook of Organization 2005-2006:

A Membership Initiative Group (MIG) is formed when a group of ALA members identifies a common concern for some aspect of librarianship and wishes to establish a short-term mechanism to meet about or address that concern. To establish a MIG, which much be approved by the Council, groups must submit to the Committee on Organization a statement of purpose, at least one hundred signatures of ALA members in good standing, and the names and addresses of the designated organizers. Contact Member Programs and Services, ALA Hq.  (p. 148)

· Maybe I can request establishment of a new community in the ALA Online Communities.  [Can any member do this?  I don’t know.]

· I can enroll in continuing education programs offered by ALA units; these can be either online programs or f2f programs offered at a specific site on a particular day or days

· I can run for ALA Council, a divisional office, a  section office within a division, or an office in a round table.  [This is possible, but not practical, at least not at present for someone in this situation, given the expectation that one will attend meetings at both Midwinter and Annual.]

Vision of opportunities that ought to be available to a member in Situation #3:

John Smith has a good job as a librarian in a college library.  He has typical mid-30s complexity in his life:

· he is married

· his wife has a full-time job that is just as demanding as his is; hers is in another of the helping professions with a salary as modest as John’s

· they have two children, one of whom is in pre-school, the other in elementary school; they have to juggle childcare arrangements, kids’ doctor appointments, soccer practices and games, etc., along with their work schedules

· within a few years they will have paid off their student loans

· they have a mortgage

· they own two cars, one of which is paid for but that also incurs more repair bills than the other one

John enjoys his job and his colleagues.  He finds his work rewarding.  Yet he is restless.  He is seeking opportunities to become more professionally.  He wants leadership opportunities that are hard to come by in a library with a small staff on a campus where librarians are not considered faculty and thus are not eligible to serve on and chair committees or be elected to the Faculty Senate.  He has come to the realization that the best way, despite the stress it will entail for his family, is to position himself to find a new job with broader responsibilities and commensurately higher salary at another institution.   He wants to find ways to differentiate himself from others with whom he would likely compete for such a job.

John has been an ALA member since he joined as a student while working as a library paraprofessional and earning his MLS part-time.  He has not had an opportunity to attend an ALA Annual Conference and he doesn’t foresee such an opportunity, at least not in his present job.  He is also a member of his state library association, has attended its annual conference most years since he started in his current job, and has served on a couple of its committees. He has enjoyed this work and believes he has made a contribution to these committees.  However he does not see a value in seeking appointment to a committee in ALA, especially since he doubts he would be able to attend ALA’ Annual Conference and Midwinter Meeting.

John turns, understandably, to ALA for resources that will help him advance his career.  He goes to the prominent, easy-to-find, and even easier-to-use member services section (a dull name, but I couldn’t think of better) of the ALA Web site and finds these options:

· Colleague search—This allows John to select search parameters (geographic, type of library, type of specialty, topical) to identify other members who share his interests and with whom he can communicate.  In effect, this taps into the ALA members’ professional “Facebook” entry (participation in which is encouraged but not mandatory).

· John uses the colleague search feature to identify potential ALA mentors.  He would like to learn from someone with experience how he can get involved in a meaningful way.  He identifies several potential ALA mentors in his geographic area.  He plans to contact them and then meet face to face with at least one of them.

· Communities of interest directory—A directory of self-forming, self-regulating groups of ALA members with mutual interests.  These groups function almost exclusively online.  Members have created these to share information, explore issues, debate, identify continuing education needs, and provide a sense of community.  The directory includes those few remaining Yahoo groups and the like that persist outside the more attractive ALA venue.  This also includes information about forming a new community of interest.  A Grokker-like display shows relationships among the existing groups, based on the focus of each.  This helps John select communities to join and may put the brakes on creating duplicative groups.

· CE opportunities—A comprehensive searchable database of future formal continuing education opportunities provided by ALA and its units, library schools, SOLINET and similar providers, and others.  This service acts as a broker to bring together ALA members seeking CE opportunities and the providers of those opportunities.  Registration is handled in a uniform, user-friendly way.  ALA members can set up RSS feeds based upon topical interests or for specific events, especially recurring events (e.g., to learn when registration opens, to be alerted about the pending expiration of an early bird registration period, etc.)  This also provides information about how to contribute to future CE events as a facilitator/speaker/etc., and allows John to establish a profile about his knowledge and talents; those planning CE programs can use this database of individuals to identify potential program speakers, etc.

· Blog guide—A tool that allows John to identify library and information technology blogs by author, topic, etc., and that provides the sort of service Bloglines (http://www.bloglines.com) and its competitors offer for the blogosphere at large.  This provides easy, on-click subscription for blogs John wants to read.  Thereafter it allows him an easy way to manage his library and information technology blog subscriptions.  It also provides information on how he can set up his own blog should he want to.

· Podcast guide—Does the same sorts of things for podcasts (both audio and video) that the blog guide does for blogs.

· Journal editors’ outreach—A topical list (definitely not a list organized by ALA divisions!) of ALA journals along with a brief, clear statement form each journal’s editors about the sort of submissions their journal seeks.  This includes easy ways to reach the editor by e-mail and other means as well as information on submission procedures and the process each submission goes through to reach a decision on whether or not to publish.  This includes a typical timeline outlining the steps in and duration of the process.

· Job opportunities—A searchable database of job vacancies which employers have submitted to ALA to advertise for a fee.  Allows members to set up a profile for an RSS feed to jobs meeting that profile.  (The Chronicle of Higher Education offers this helpful service to personal subscribers.)

Meanwhile, today’s library news crawls across the bottom of the screen.

John finds opportunities here that appeal to him.  He joins several communities of interest, refines his list of blog subscriptions, sets up some alerts for CE opportunities, listens to several podcasts and subscribes to them, and sets up a job interest profile for automatic alerts to new listings fitting that profile.

Comment on the scenario above:

At both the ALA level and the division and round table level ALA conducts its business through its committee structures.  As ALA works today John’s situation precludes his participation in much of that structure.  Yet for members like John who want to have influence on the association’s work, we need a piece of “middleware” between online communities, etc., and the structure.  We need to develop an effective monitoring and liaison system that identifies issues and ideas that members find important in the libraryworld blogosphere, online communities, etc.; we need to bring these to the attention of those members filling roles within the formal structure.  And we need a feedback loop to let members know that the structure has taken note of their ideas.  This may have some Big Brother (or at least National Security Agency phone call monitoring) overtones.  But a separate universe is coming into being that could leave ALA irrelevant to many librarians.  If we can show them that ALA will hear them and use their good ideas, they will have a good reason to join and remain members.

This happens sometimes now.  When it does it takes on a “the sky is falling” tone and then it is back to business as it has been in a bifurcated world.

How do we establish that middleware?  How can it work?  What will it take to keep it functioning in a useful, doable way?

I know that many members are indifferent to ALA governance and that Council probably has an approval rating that may rival that of the national political parties or the president.  Members are content with representative democracy in ALA that allows them to delegate the policy and governance issues to elected members. In theory, any ALA member can bring a resolution before Council.  The official mechanism for this is through the Annual Conference’s Membership Meeting.  The informal channel is by getting in touch with a member of Council and asking him/her to sponsor it and find another member of Council to second it.  This channel is rarely used.  I bring this up not so much to recommend that ALA publicize this person-to-person channel but to underscore the disconnect between the way ALA does much of its business through its committee structures and the way that our members are leading their professional lives.  What ideas and what talent is ALA not able to tap because its model draws on a small portion of its membership?

The Committee on Organization has a subcommittee working on the policy and practical issues related to virtual committees and virtual committee membership and the responsibilities and privileges of virtual committee members.  But is it more than a policy question.  What should transform ALA into?  What steps towards transformation can we take now?
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