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Abstract

For librarians to make any sort of headway in the 21st Century, they need to keep pace of technological and other changes, most of which are occurring at a rapid rate. Keeping current in this ever changing information age is difficult at the best of times. Even more so for librarians whose fields and expertise cover so many different areas. It is quite easy to feel inundated with the amount of information available. How do you choose what to take in and what do you do with the information you are able to absorb? 


Michelle McLean will share her experiences of keeping up-to-date, learnt from her years as an information professional and blogger. She will discuss how to use everything from print to electronic resources and Web 2.0 tools, as well as training opportunities and other work related or self generated activities to help you keep on top of your field of interest. 

INTRODUCTION

Librarians have one of the most unenviable and under appreciated professions around.  Not only do we have to keep up-to-date with developments in our own profession, but as we deal with different audiences, different industries and quite often, a wide range of client groups or subject specialisations. We also need to be aware of content relevant to providing services to these groups. Its a challenge to keep current at the best of times, however, as information continues to change at an even faster pace librarians are faced with an even larger degree of information overload.  How do we manage?

This paper explores how you need to be selective and yet explore across related and relevant sectors. It looks at the range of sources of information available to us and how to manage them. All whilst managing to stop you from drowning in the information you need to best serve your users and get ahead in your profession.

The good news is that it is not hopeless. With some management, a bit of judgement and awareness of your capabilities, interests and limits, it is all manageable.  Read on to find out how to do exactly that.


Why keep up-to-date?

Our world is changing more quickly than we can keep track of.  Human knowledge has been shown to double at a fast pace, although the exact length of time it takes is subject to dispute. (Fuller 2007)

You will likely receive training relevant to your position description, but that is never enough.  It is a distinct advantage and assistance to know what may happen with your job and your future career, before it happens.  It is rare for your job to delve into areas that haven't already been explored by others, staying ahead of the curve means that you will have at least some knowledge that will be relevant to that change when it happens.  And it will.

That change also brings about a change in client expectations.  Our users are expecting new and different things from us and if we are to serve them to our best ability, then we need to at least meet and preferably exceed those expectations.

If we don't at least make an attempt to keep up with at least part of the world's information, before we know it, we will be left far behind.  We don't want this, either for ourselves or for the people we serve in our libraries – whether they be users coming in or other library staff.

How do I keep up-to-date?

Take responsibility

Your employer will give you the opportunity for training, whether it be on the job, seminars, conferences, etc.  You should take it.  However, there is much more that you need to do to further your professional development.

You have to take personal responsibility for your professional development. Your employer can not do it all for you and shouldn't have to. That means spending time and sometimes money investing in yourself.  This time commitment needs to be regular if you are to stay ahead of the curve and it can be incorporated into your regular habits to make it easier to achieve. This will take time and effort initially, but like anything else, once it's a habit, it will almost take care of itself. 

If you take public transport to work you have the perfect opportunity to catch up on reading or listening to podcasts.  For drivers, podcasts will also work. If you have children, there are likely times that you will be waiting for them to finish something – sport, at the school gate, etc. – another good time to pick up some reading.  There's reading before bed, whilst you take a break from something else, as well as many other opportunities once you think about it. If you are naturally a reader, then it will be a straightforward process for you.  If you're not, then it will be a bit harder.  

Regardless of how and where you find the time, the best way to move forward in both your job and your career, is to take this responsibility on board and make this investment in yourself.  

Choose your focus

Its impossible to keep up with everything.  It just can't be done.  You need to choose your focus. Its important to do so, because jobs change and you change jobs. Nothing ever stays the same, even if you are in the same position for years, you will notice that the job changes. 

Depending on your work situation, you should focus on one or two areas. If you are fortunate to have a job which is the same as your passion, then you have only one area to focus on.  If not, then your focus should be content relevant to your job, as well as content appropriate to your passion.

To help you stay ahead of the curve, whilst not drowning in an ocean of information, you need to define your areas of interest.  If you have not thought about this already, I recommend you define it reasonably specifically.  For example, childrens' services to early primary school students, web 2.0 services in public libraries, new cataloguing methods in research libraries, etc.  

However, you shouldn't restrict yourself to just this area specifically.  It also helps to learn more about the area in general and to find out what is happening in other industries with regards to it.  Using one of our examples above, there is much to learn from children's services in public services such as Councils and public libraries, in teaching styles and children's psychology. Not that you could go into depth in any of these, but its worth browsing the periphery.

Its also worth remembering that great things can be found by serendipity.  Keep your eyes and ears on the news, make the most of your professional contacts – both at work and outside, as the unexpected can lead to the most amazing discoveries.

Where is the content?

All sources of information will be themed in some way. Although our focus is generally on library related content, the range of information within a source can still vary wildly, from generally covering a variety of fields, to specifically focussed on one of those fields. It is helpful to seek content from a combination of both of these types of sources.  The generalist can give you a good overview and can link you to things you wouldn't have thought would be of interest, whilst the specific tunes right into your chosen area.

We have access to more content than we realise, even before you start out on the Internet.  Start with your library's catalogue. Many libraries have a library science collection, including books, journals and sometimes other formats.  The books in your library science collection may give you background information you are lacking or help bring you up-to-date if this is your first attempt at trying to do so.  Books can also help give you grounding in those areas related to your interest, so I highly recommend checking out these types of collections as a starting point. 

Many libraries subscribe to a selection of library science journals. Find out which ones your library has and get your name on the routing list for those that are appropriate to you.  If your library does not subscribe to the journals you are interested in, it is well worth checking whether they are available online – either through their own website, or aggregated through a database which you can access through the library. Alternatively, often this content is also available through an email subscription or RSS feed. If not, you may have to take the step of subscribing to it personally.  If you do this, be sure to keep records to enable you to claim tax deductibility.

Conferences, training, seminars and further education all contribute to your ongoing professional development, not only for your current job, but for whats to come also.  Your employer will send you to training that is relevant to your position description and sometimes to further development training – make the most of this.  However, if what you want is not offered by your employer, take the initiative.  Either suggest it as useful to your employer, they may not have thought about it as an option, or take it on board yourself – your time, your money. In the latter case, you can claim tax deductibility.  Librarianship is not a monetarily rich profession however, so be prudent in this.

Another great tool is the networking that's open to you when you attend such events. Make contact with people who also attend.  Its great to meet people who are at the same level as you, but librarians are only human, so feel free to approach those who you respect or have knowledge of their work.  The contacts you make through networking can open a multitude of doors to not only new areas of information which may be relevant to you, but also to development of you and your career in future.  A bit of who you know as well as what you know can go a long way.

Which brings us to the online world.  The internet has really introduced and defined the concept of information overload. There have been many studies done on how much time this overload is costing our workforces, but avoiding that will be discussed later in this paper.  At this point we will just look at some of the many options for keeping up-to-date through the wonder of the internet.

The areas we have already covered also have an online element to them.  Books and journals can have online equivalents or even supplements.  Many books with a Web 2.0 focus have an accompanying blog or wiki that have updates or further information available.  These are well worth investigating. 

Conference papers are available online usually within a short time of the conference ending and sometimes even before or just as the conference begins.  This is a great way to catch up on relevant content from conferences you have been unable to attend (especially overseas ones).  The difficulty here is that not all conferences require papers to be submitted and sometimes there is only so much you can gain from a powerpoint presentation, without further information or an idea of context.

Although email is not as 'cool' as it once was, there is still a lot of good content available through e-lists.  Subscribe to a list and you will get anything posted to it.  You can usually request to get the emails in a digest or just as they come in – choose the way which will make it easier for you to handle.  There are still many library e-lists around, both in Australian and overseas, which are worth subscribing to. Forums are another tool, which although not as prevalent as in years gone past, are still a great tool to discover new things, new ways of doing old things and getting answers to burning questions which may plague you.

One of the reasons that email is not so 'cool' any more is due to the prevalence of Web 2.0 tools.  These tools, including blogs, wikis, RSS feeds, podcasts, screencasts, vidcasts and more have increased the amount of information available substantially, bringing to a wider audience a vast array of user-generated content.

Blogs are one of the best sources for 'cutting edge' information. They are used at the point of information creation by people interested in sharing it around. Librarians worldwide have taken to blogging enthusiastically, sharing their knowledge and experiences, enabling fellow librarians to learn from them.  For example, blogs are used to share librarians experiences in their libraries, to share content from conferences, tutorials and much more.  

Although nowhere near as prolific, podcasts are also a great source. Libraries are using podcasts for public programs, readings, training, conference audio so you can listen to the presentations, tutorials on how to do or use a library resource and much more.  They have the added advantage of only requiring your listening attention, so can be accessed when travelling or undertaking other manual tasks.  Screencasts and vidcasts are also relevant training and promotional tools which have the advantage of enabling the user to see the situation being described. They are great for the visual learner, but are also relevant to all types of learners.

Wikis are a great encyclopedic type tool for content as well as referral.  Like Wikipedia, (Wikimedia 2008) they can be created from the contributions of many users, thus harnessing the collective intelligence of all to the benefit of all.  There are many library wikis already widely known and available and more in the works. 

According to Marshall Kirkpatrick on ReadWriteWeb, a key blog on all things technological “RSS is the backbone for most things Web 2.0.” (Kirkpatrick 2008) RSS feeds enable you to keep up with all the content from blogs, wikis, podcasts and many other Web 2.0 enabled sites, without you having to visit each one. It also helps you to manage information overload, which will be covered in more detail later in this paper.

This is just an introduction to the types of places you can find the content you need to stay ahead of the curve. There is more and will be more as the technologies continue to develop.  Part of your challenge is then not only keeping up with the content, but also in how is it delivered.

To that end, if a lot of these tools are new to you, then I highly recommend you check out the Common Craft Explanation in Plain English videos (Common Craft 2008).  These short free online videos introduce the viewer to many of these tools in an easy to understand way. For more information and to get some hands on experience, I highly recommend the Learning 2.0 program (Blowers 2006) developed by Helene Blowers.  This 9 week, self-paced learning program introduces you to a wide range of Web 2.0 tools and their potential uses.  If you have completed the Learning 2.0 program and are interested in learning more, you can do so through Learning 2.1 (Public Library of Charlotte & Mecklenburg County 2007), a follow-up which provides more learning opportunities with more tools, provided by librarians from around the world.

Where do I find this content?

There are many ways to find out about these tools, some of which have already been introduced previously, but here are just a few more.

Your workplace should be your first starting point.  Look at the training opportunities available to you through work and if they are promoting external content, find out where that is coming from as you may be able to tap straight into it.

Work colleagues and those you have met through networking opportunities are great starting points for useful sources.  These people are usually interested in the same sorts of things you are and have usually developed their own list.  Ask and you will usually find that they are happy to share them.

By being a member of a professional association, such as the Australian Library and Information Association (ALIA 2008), you are kept up-to-date on a lot of these sources.  Between association journals, emails, newsletters and the like, you can find out about training opportunities, conferences and seminars, websites, blogs  and other Web 2.0 tools relevant to librarians, reports on what libraries are doing in given fields and more.  Not only do you get a general overview of what's happening in the profession on a regular basis, but you will also get content relevant to your area of interest more often than not.

It's also worth attending the functions that these associations organise, or that are organised by their members, such as the pub events held in NSW, newgrad meetups and more.  If something is not available or accessible to you, why not organise your own and make the most of your membership and other tools to spread the word about it.

Finding things on the internet may not be as hard as you think. Librarians are great at sharing resources and stories, so once you get started, more often than not it will be a case of trying hard to not get overloaded with great sources. 

Librarian blogs are a particularly good place for this.  I started with reading one blog and most of the over 100 blogs that I follow now came from referrals from blogs I was already reading.  Good starting blogs for those who are new to this are Tame the Web (Stephens 2008), Librarian.net (West 2008), Librarian in Black (Houghton-Jan 2008), Stephen's Lighthouse (Abrams 2008), Information wants to be free (Farkas 2008) and iLibrarian (Kroski 2008). Be sure to find out more about RSS feeds and set yourself up with a feed reader arrangement that will make it easy for you to keep-up-to-date.

In the case of blogs and Australian content, a good starting point is the Libraries Interact blog (LINT 2008).  Libraries Interact is described as being “blog central for Australian libraries” and includes content from librarians working across the country and in different library sectors.  Libraries Interact also maintains a list of Australian library blogs which is continually updated and a great source for new content. The Statistically Speaking (ABS 2008) blog from the Australian Bureau of Statistics for librarians is a must have for information about our country, our sector and the communities we serve. I would also highly recommend Bibliothekia (Feighan 2008), an exploration of new technologies and Librarians Matter (Greenhill 2008), an exploration of being a librarian and all the things we come across in and around our work.

Don't forget the social networks either.  Librarians are particularly prevalent on sites such as Facebook (Facebook 2008), Ning (Ning 2008) and Twitter (Twitter 2008) and are always posting about what they're up to and linking to great resources they have found.

Podcasts can be one-offs, such as conference presentations or interviews, which you usually hear about through other sources, or regular presentations – whether they be training opportunities or just keeping you in touch with what's happening in library land.  All Australian library conferences, some of the presentations and all the major overseas conferences podcast their conference papers. Good sources for podcasts other than conferences include the SirsiDynix Institute (SirsiDynix 208), Talking with Talis (Talis), OPAL Podcasts (Alliance Library System 2008) which are all learning or interview type content and Uncontrolled Vocabulary (Greg Schwartz 2008), an informal discussion of libraries in the news, which encourages listener participation.

There are a some excellent library focused wikis, which provide great content as well as links to other useful sources and to libraries who exemplify what is being discussed. Some of these includes LISWiki – the Library and Information Science encyclopedia (Hubbard 2008), Library Success Wiki: a best practices wiki (Farkas 2008) and Library Labs (NLA), - a wiki from the National Library of Australia which showcases what they are doing. Watch other sources as new and relevant wikis continue to be launched in specialist areas, both in Australia and overseas.

How to avoid information overload?

There is much more information out there, just in the library and information science sectors alone, than any one individual can keep up with.  So how do you get what you need to keep up-to-date, without drowning in an ocean of information?

To begin with, be selective.  Its easy to sign up for many RSS feeds, get your name on email lists, routing lists, ordering books and magazines and more. Consuming them when you receive them is another thing. Be sure that when you sign up or order content, that you will have the time to cope with it all and that it is truly relevant to the area(s) in which you are trying to keep current.

You need to learn to filter.  You don't need to read every article from the journals you see, the conferences you check or the feeds you receive.  Not every single item produced in these forms is going to be relevant to you. Filter out content as you receive it by doing a quick scan. Even if you don't read the full content of a particular information source, a quick scan can provide you with some useful information.

If you don't know what to read or follow, or what to ignore, ask for recommendations from workmates, send a query to a mailing list or a library related social networking group etc.  Librarians are very helpful people and will be happy to do so if asked.

Next is that its OK to delete, not only if something is not relevant to you, but if you get behind on your reading. Work and life in general get busy and if you keep trying to keep up when you are too already overloaded, you end up getting behind.  Sometimes you need to make the decision to ditch everything and start afresh. If something is important enough it will come up again somewhere else and you'll find it.

Remember to take breaks. When you are having holiday, it should include having a break from your library related reading. For some, this will be short periods of time during the year, for others the weekend is a break from your profession (when you're not working).  Find what works for you and follow it, you still want the process to be palatable if not enjoyable.

If you are naturally a reader, continue to read to relax.  Whatever your favourite style of reading is, whether it be fiction, non-fiction, biography, magazines, graphic novels or other, don't forget to enjoy the pleasure of reading for reading's sake.  You'll be surprised what you can learn about our profession and about yourself from reading things totally unrelated to the job.

Finally, you will come across content that you think will be useful at some stage, but just not at that moment.  When this happens, keep it for later by bookmarking it with an online tool such as Delicious (Delicious 2008) or citation manager such as Zotero (Center for History and New Media at George Mason University 2008) or End Note (Thomson Reuters 2008).

Conclusion

Other professions have to keep current to be able to serve their users the best way possible. Although librarians do not generally deal with health issues as doctors do, our users' needs are still important and we need to be up-to-date for them as much as for ourselves.

We are fortunate that our profession is a sharing one and that librarians across the world share their experiences, their discoveries and more, for others to learn from. We need to make the most of this.

With change happening so rapidly and information growing exponentially, this is likely one of the most difficult times to keep up-to-date, however with new tools supplementing the old, mixed with some common sense, it is possible.

The world is yours to explore.  Life-long learning in our profession is not only possible but necessary.  Go for it!
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