Dunn & Wilson Project – Tales from outside the Square

Yes! It is a research project, but not like I did at high school all those years ago. It is more than just reading books and journals, more then just putting things on paper - it is so much more! While undertaking a research project obviously meets professional development criteria, there are many aspects to a project like this that are ‘outside the square’. This paper will explore the other aspects to a research project and, in particular, my project and how it has allowed me to break new ground both in my professional development and in my personal development.
Setting the scene
I started my library certificate course straight out of high school at Sydney Technical College back in 1977 where I completed the first year full-time. After getting a job, getting married and then moving interstate I did not pick it up again until we moved to Victoria where I completed the Certificate of Applied Social Science (Library Technician) in 1990. After some further moves and job changes I ended up in Hobart where over the course of 10 years I upgrade my certificate to an Associate Diploma in 1995 and then a Diploma in 2001. After that I decided to do no more studying! I decided I would just do what I had to for my job. Early on in my career and certainly prior to moving to Tasmania in 1993, I had not even heard of Professional Development or Career Professional Development. Of course, during the last 20 years or so I have attended conferences and participated in workshops - work related, ALIA run and some for personal interest. Did I think of these as PD? No.
This project has come towards the end of my career or at least it’s winding down. I was getting close to 50 and thought I would just plod along for next 5 or so years, until I could think about retiring. I would keep up my CPD points by doing a few courses for work and participate in what ever ALIA may offer, but that was it. Then some kind friend suggested the project that I had bumping around in my head would make a good D&W research project. But it isn’t a research project – just collecting photos and organising them. Next thing I know I won the scholarship and I am thinking “What do I do now?” I have never undertaken a research project before! Somebody help me.

This project in general has required me to step outside my very secure comfort zone as well as tackle issues and ideas that I had put aside, because I did not think they were relevant at this stage of my career. As well, it has made me admit (if only to myself) that, while I thought I was reasonably up-to-date and informed on new ‘technology’ and library practices, I was in fact a bit behind the eight ball.

For those who were not around in the late 70’s and early 80’s, access to libraries was not 24/7. You were lucky to be able to access them on Saturday afternoon and you didn’t even think about being able to visit on Sundays. If patrons wanted to browse the catalogue they had to tackle the endless drawers of catalogue cards; you couldn’t use basic keywords like you can now. To look up a topic of interest, you generally used what was physically available in your local library particularly if you needed it NOW!
For those who have entered the field over the last few years, you may not have any idea of what it was like. You and your patrons have access 24/7 to information and it is not just limited to your local area and or state, but, nationally and (even more amazingly) world wide! The more amazing thing about all this has been that this has come about in only a relatively short period of time – less than 30 years, with the greatest changes happening, I think,  in the last 10 -15 years; these have been BIG changes. With all these changes, information professionals need to keep up-to-date and informed. Depending on where you work, you may not have access to information about the changes. If I knew back in the 80’s what I know now I would have been more active in pursuing Continuing Professional Development.
I would like to take you through some of the changes I have had to come to grips with both personally and professionally since starting my project.
What IS a research project?  Isn’t it similar to a thesis or what students undertake at University?
The last time I did anything that may have resembled what I thought was a research project, was when I was in high school back in 1976, but then, they were really essays. My idea of a research project was more along the lines of what you do in academia – scientists in white lab coats, not the collecting, cataloguing, and storage of photos and oral history in a digital format, which is basically what my research project is.

So I decided to research the definition of ‘research project’ to get a better understanding of what is involved. This is what I found.
Research Project - Any product - including an expository paper, oral presentation, video, or other means of communicating information - which presents the results of a careful investigation of some chosen topic and includes documentation for all information sources.

Still, it didn’t seem to fit my idea of a research project until a friend/mentor pointed out that research can include the informal ‘things’ from everyday life – from the designing and making of my quilts, buying a new camera, organising a visit to Australia for 10 US family members (yes, that did happen), to setting up an Image database of Library Technician history. Ok, so it isn’t just theory, but it can be practical as well. This made more sense.
Tripping over New Terms (or are they just old terms with a name change)  
It is interesting how we have the need to make the old new again. We all know how fashions seem to come back around every few decades – the 60’s-70’s fashion is back in! Little did I think it would happen in my job! When I started working in libraries back in 1977, computers were just beginning to make their way into the library environment. We certainly didn’t envisage having one at home, let alone one we could carry with us. That was the stuff of science fiction!
Computers have brought in a wealth of changes, though some I have decided are just name changes to reflect how technology has had an impact on the way we do our work.

After moving to Tasmania and before I started working at the Tasmania Fire Service (TFS) 5 years ago, the libraries I had worked in did not have a computerised library management system. Yes, they had computers with many of the Microsoft products on them and they were also used for Internet searching, but, that was it. The TFS was different! It did have a computerised library management system, If I had kept up my reading and if I had been more active within the profession during this period, I would not have tripped over what faced me when I started work at the TFS. It was this that also had such an impact on me when I started out on my project.
An early example was what happened while I was working for a small insular library and then changed to working for a larger government library.  Sometime in that period, the term Inter-library Loans seemed to be replaced by Document Delivery. Though both terms are still used, Document Delivery seems to be more popular.
Here are some other terms that have tripped me up over the last few years and in particular while undertaking research for my project.
Library 2.0 & Web 2.0
For the last few years, everyone seems to be talking about Web 2.0 & Library 2.0. Library 2.0 has become the latest buzz word in the library arena. Yes, I had heard the term before and I knew about some of the aspects of Library 2.0, but, I just didn’t really understand what it was all about. Just like there have been 1st, 2nd and 3rd generation computers (I am familiar with computers from the 4th generation onwards), the Web has gone from Web 1.0 (web as an information source) to Web 2.0 (web as a participation source).
Michael Casey described his concept of Library 2.0 as:

“… user-centred change … a model for library service that encourages constant and purposeful change, inviting user participation in the creation of both the physical and the virtual services they want, supported by consistently evaluating services. It also attempts to reach new users and better serve current ones through improved customer-driven offerings.” 

OK, so with the advent of Web 2.0, libraries have taken on these concepts to take the library out of the physical building with limited outside participation, to making it accessible 24/7, but, also making it easier to find information.
Web 2.0 websites typically include some of the following features/techniques that Andrew McAfee called by the acronym ‘SLATES’ (Search, Links, Authoring, Tags, Extensions and Signals). 
1. Search - the ease of finding information through keyword search which makes the platform valuable.
2. Links - guides to important pieces of information. The best pages are the most frequently linked to.
3. Authoring - the ability to create constantly updating content over a platform that is shifted from being the creation of a few, to being the constantly updated, interlinked work. In ‘wikis’, the content is literative (sic) in the sense that the people undo and redo each other’s work. While in ‘blogs ’it is cumulative; posts and comments of individuals are accumulated over time.
4. Tags - categorisation of content by creating tags that are simple, one-word descriptions to facilitate searching and avoid rigid, pre-made categories.
5. Extensions - automation of some of the work and pattern matching by using algorithms e.g. amazon.com recommendations.
6. Signals - the use of RSS (Really Simple Syndication) technology to notify users with any changes of the content by sending e-mails to them.”

Metadata
Yes, I have heard this talked about for years but I never let on that I didn’t really know what it was. I didn’t worry about it because I haven’t needed it for my job. Little did I know! Metadata is defined as 'data about data' or 'information about information'. For example, a book is imprinted with metadata such as its title, author, contents, pagination, index, illustrations, publisher, date of publication, and so on. 

That makes sense now; it is the classification information that I use to type on catalogue cards.
Blog
“Is a Web site, usually maintained by an individual with regular entries of commentary, descriptions of events, or other material such as graphics or video. Personal Blogs - The personal blog, an ongoing diary or commentary by an individual, is the traditional, most common blog. Personal bloggers usually take pride in their blog posts, even if their blog is never read by anyone but them.”

OK, so really a blog could be seen as a modern version of the diary I had when I was growing up, but, instead of just writing down what I want, then locking it up and hiding it from my brothers, it is on the web and I can let the whole world read it, or just a few close friends, or no one. I can include pictures, audio or anything else I like.
Tags and Social Bookmarking 
One of the first things my mentor got me to do when I was getting started on my project, was to set up a ‘del.icio.us’ account so I could access my favourite websites from any computer. This basically allows me to continue working on my project from anywhere. When posting a page to ‘del.icio.us’, one of the things you have to do is add ‘tags’ to organise each bookmark (they really mean subject headings/keywords). When I had only a few bookmarks, this wasn’t too hard, but, once I start getting a larger number, I found I needed to be more organised.; the term ‘tag bundles’, also gets added to the mix. So now I have to ‘classify’ my ‘subject headings’ into heretical groups – broad to narrow. 
Right! Now I have it. Tags “are keywords that are used to group records.

Social bookmarking is a method for internet users to store, organise, search,  and manage bookmarks of web pages on the internet, with the help of metadata.
 
So really, ‘tags’ is just another term for cataloguing and classifying - don’t have to carry a huge card catalogue with me, or, more realistically, an index book with lots of links.
RSS Feeds 
RSS (Really Simple Syndication) is a family of Web feed formats used to publish frequently updated content including, but not limited to, blog entries, news headlines, audio, and video - in a standardised format.
Now this is a fantastic service. If I need to, and if the website allows it, I can keep up-to-date with any new information that is added on a particular subject that I have found useful. 

Socialising (oh, you mean networking)
We all know that when we go to conferences and other meetings or events we also want to socialise - to talk to colleagues and find out what is happening in their libraries; we like to meet trade exhibitors and find out what is new. Technology and Web 2.0 have made socialising even easier with the variety of social network services that are available, such as emails, Facebook, Flicker, LITSERV, Yahoo and Google groups.
You mean, I don’t have to travel to this Course/Workshop

When I went back to my studies in Victoria, I was unable to do any of the subjects locally. I had to travel to Footscray TAFE to do what subjects I could via their Block Release Programme; there you spent 5 days per subject. Subjects were broken up into 2 day and 3 days segments and they ran from 9-5. If you wanted to attend any other short courses or workshops, usually you had to travel to a capital city or at least a larger regional centre. If you were not working in the industry you vary rarely heard what was on offer. Though, I do need to mention that at that time, I was not a member of ALIA. 

To a large degree, those days are gone. Now there is a huge range of courses and workshops that you can do without leaving your lounge room. They can range from Degrees, to special interest courses, and can be offered from universities and TAFES within Australia or anywhere else in the world. This opportunity has given me great assistance with my project. Two courses in particular that I have done have been Capture your collection: Small Museum Version which is a collaboration between CHIN (Canadian Heritage Information Network) Training and AMOL (Australian Museums & Galleries Online) and Digital Preservation Management Tutorial from Cornell University. 
 
There are other courses I have come across or had them mentioned to me. I plan to do some of these over the next few months.

Researching
The process of research has not changed much over the years, but, the internet has made access to information much easier - if you know what and where to look! The internet has allowed access to a greater range of material at a time that suits the researcher without him or her even leaving home. 

As part of my project, I have had to look into the various standards for the storage and scanning of images and other materials, I have had to create various copyright forms for both the image and oral components of my project, and I have had to research various software programs. Like any form of research, the internet can lead off into an entirely different direction from where you intended.
Things I have had to research have included standards, the technological side of storage, copyrights, software, various ways to track the project, forms, and information about the people I want to interview etc. 
But sometimes doing things the old fashion way IS best!
One thing I have found is that it does not matter how much networking through cyberspace you do, there is nothing like contacting people face to face. It is so easy to accidentally hit the delete button on the computer or for that email you sent to get lost in the mass of electronic information that people receive daily. Sometimes, cyberspace does not allow the passion you feel about your project to get across to others! People can promise to get you this or that, but, a face to face encounter can be a powerful reminder.  
Conclusion … (or hints from someone else at the other end of her career)
While most of you are just starting out on your career path and are keen to keep abreast of the changes that are taking place, there might come a time when you may get waylaid by life. You may not think so, but, it can happen! Change within our profession is happening at a much faster pace. It will become increasingly important to keep abreast of these changes; the best way to do this is to participate in professional development programs.
I would just like to finish off with the following quote:
“Continuity gives us roots; change gives us branches, letting us stretch and grow and reach new heights.” (Pauline R. Kezer)
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