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User Perspective on a New
Paradigm for Librarianship
Willie L. Parson

Muyths surrounding libraries often fix the limits of the possible, sometimes to the disadvantage
of the user. The centrality of the library to the academic community is questioned due to the
insistence of librarians on the independent status of the library and the failure of bibliographic
instruction programs to make the issue of critical thinking a top priority. A new paradigm is
necessary to move libraries from their passive stance to a proactive orientation. This paradigm
requires greater sensitivity to and identification with the needs of library users.

z%] n his analysis of the need for
54 change in librarianship, Paul
Wl Wasserman observed:

While present cultural conditions
are critically important to every institution,
they have particular meaning for the field of li-
brarianship. For the fact of change itself, caus-
ing the turbulence which characterizes the na-
tion, calls for appropriate support in the
interest of a healthier social and political condi-
tion. The situation poses a particular challenge
to an institution charged with responsibility for
information dissemination. Information access
is of more importance under conditions of
change than in a time of stability. However, if
facts are separated from fancy, the slogan from
reality, the ideology of librarianship is still re-
ﬂected in the passivity of its institutional
forms.!

Though this was written some twelve
years ago, the significance of his message
is still clear and pertinent today. Wasser-
man, no doubt, anticipated a time when
change would proceed at a pace slower
than that leading up to the publication of
his book. We live, however, in an age
where change is proceeding at what
seems like an exponential rate, and there
are no obvious and immediate signs of a
slowdown. Thus, Wasserman’s analysis
becomes even more critical for us to reflect

upon and to incorporate in our views of in-
formation access and information dissem-
ination.

In a recent essay, Francois Jacob sug-
gested that ““myths and science fulfill a
similar function: they both provide hu-
man beings with a representation of the
world and of the forces that are supposed
to govern it. They both fix the limits of
what is considered as possible.””* It can
also be said that the myths surrounding li-
braries and their policies often fix the lim-
its of the possible, sometimes to the disad-
vantage of the user. The library, from the
user perspective, is a service agency that
positions itself at the center of the aca-
demic environment. Many libraries, how-
ever, do not construct programs that
move beyond the limits of a simple service
agency. For this reason the notion of the
service agency can often be a hindering
concept for many users.

That the library is the center of the aca-
demic community is a mythical concept
for many college and university libraries.
To the extent that librarians and library us-
ers believe this myth, the library profes-
sion constructs a variety of self-justified
and self-limiting beliefs about the prac-
tices of its members, the organization of
the library, and the institutional identity
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of the library. Interactions of librarians
with users and with other professionals
within the academic community are
strongly influenced by these self-justified
and self-limiting beliefs.

The myth of the library being at or near
the center of the academic community is
maintained, paradoxically, by the insis-
tence of librarians on the independent sta-
tus of the library. That symbol of indepen-
dence is a distinctive one, but it is
troublesome in that it frees the library
from the more obvious identifications
with teaching and learning and with re-
search (excluding, of course, research li-
braries). For this reason users tend to de-
velop a view of the library that accords it a
custodial function. Similarly, library per-
sonnel are often adjudged to function
with interests that loom precariously close
to being proprietary. An additional prob-
lem with the independent status image is
that it obfuscates attempts at evaluating li-
brary effectiveness, mainly by rendering it
nearly impossible to find obvious connec-
tions to real or potential sources of evalua-
tion.

As service agencies, many libraries oc-
cupy themselves mainly with biblio-
graphic instruction of a predictable, often
dehumanizing nature. This kind of orien-
tation to user service is codified in library
policies. From a user perspective this nar-
rowly conceived concern of the library im-
poses limits on function that can result in
the promulgation of conservative pro-
grams and a rigidification of the custodial
practices alluded to earlier. This is the
kind of issue that was addressed by Mona
McCormick in a recent article in which she
discusses library instruction and critical
thinking. McCormick suggests that the
search for information ‘‘should lead stu-
dents to the really interesting part—
dealing critically with information. The
search, of course, is not an end in itself. If
library education focuses only on how to
locate information and on the particulars
of a certain index . . . it will soon bore the
student who does not experience the chal-
lenge and creativity of using information
critically.””

It is the failure to be concerned with the
critical treatment of information that calls
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into question the notion of the library as
the center of the academic environment.
Effective pedagogy makes the issue of crit-
ical thinking a priority of the first magni-
tude. Only when this issue is made a top-
priority agenda item in a library’s
programs and policies, can that library le-
gitimately speak of its centrality to the aca-
demic environment.

As important as McCormick’s article is,
even she does not go far enough with her
vision. Her prescription for change still
largely confines library instruction to the
edifice and within the context of library
tours, classes, and lectures.' A new para-
digm is needed to serve user interests and
to foster the idea of extending critical
thinking through library service.

To advance a new paradigm a reassess-
ment of the service agency mythology
should be foremost on the agenda. Pro-
gressive policies and general library orga-
nization coupled with the imaginative ap-
plication of the skills of professional
librarians can offer a range of operational
freedom heretofore unacknowledged.

The new paradigm must be based upon
innovations that transcend merely adapt-
ing old customs and policies to library us-
ers. This becomes especially important
when the users represent new clients and
client groups whose demands may leap
beyond the traditional demands made on
libraries. Moreover, visionary planning
and practice must occur if libraries are to
move from their usual orthodox passive
stance to a proactive orientation. This
means, of course, that academic libraries
may have already reached the point where
they can no longer be content to wait for
users’ calls for service. Libraries that have
not as yet made this discovery may still be
shackled by the self-containment of their
passive stances.

Until movement is made in the direction
of adopting proactive programs, libraries
will remain largely unresponsive to the
needs of new client groups and will cer-
tainly find it difficult to anticipate new sit-
uations and new contingencies that im-
pinge on library programs. The failure of
libraries to be responsive to the demands
imposed by minority students when mi-
nority enrollments swelled at mainstream
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institutions during the late 1960s and early
1970s can be attributed, in large part, to
the self-containment of passive programs
and practices.

Any new paradigm will also call for pro-
fessional librarians to be sensitive to forces
inside and outside the institutional envi-
ronment that affect library users. An
awareness of these forces is not sufficient.
In addition, there must also be a recogni-
tion of the impact of these forces on library
policy (especially regarding matters of li-
brary acquisitions). Once again, profes-
sional librarians will be confronted with a
strong mandate: abandon narrowly con-
ceived services and look to novel tech-
niques and developmental strategies for
assisting library users and for anticipating
needs yet to be expressed by users. In
more than a casual way this mandate will
push librarians toward a form of academic
engineering. This engineering should
have as its manifest purpose the improve-
ment of user output and efficiency in ac-
cessing and utilizing information, the con-
servation of human resources, and the
humanizing of the library’s impact on us-
ers of its resources.

In arecent article, Mary Huston spoke to
this mandate when she suggested that re-
search instruction might be better handled
through an empowering of library users to
operate from their own domain of ex
ence rather than moving into that of the ]1-
brarian’s.’ Huston appropriately argues
that students can draw from experiential
conceptual frameworks as they do biblio-
graphic searches, with the net result being
greater receptivity and comprehension
and the recognition of the applicability of
the information.

Although Huston argues in favor of li-
brarians removing themselves from the
position of expert in this encounter with
the user,’ it may be more appropriate for
the librarian to remain in the position of
expert as new paradigms of librarianship
move librarians toward more proactive
roles. The traditional role of the librarian
and its reflection in library policy offer,
from the user’s perspective, a rather non-
specific invitation to make use of library
services. If user-specific invitations are to
be issued, then librarians may have to be-
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come information advocates or, to para-
phrase Huston,” sociologists of informa-
tion. Thus, the librarians must assert their
expertise and must act, as sociologists of
information, as a nexus between the infor-
mation and the user of the information
who may be caught up in the turbulence of
change Wasserman® spoke of.

Such a paradigm takes on a strongly po-
litical flavor. It represents a radical point of
departure from traditional librarianship.
With regard to new client groups, in par-
ticular older undergraduate students, mi-
norities, and the handicapped, any new
paradigm of librarianship must account
for the fact that these particular clients
have personal agendas and academic
agendas that are inextricably linked. Very
often this is not the case for the traditional
user of academic libraries, that is to say,
young undergraduate students. These
new client groups represent a segment of
the academic community whose interests
are guided by their quest for empower-
ment through knowledge and the acquisi-
tion of information.

Moreover, because the needs and inter-
ests of these new client groups can differ
so dramatically from those of the tradi-
tional undergraduate student, the new
paradigm of librarianship may also call for
library programs to leave the edifice and
seek out new locales where some of the
services can be offered. While this, too,
might seem to be a radical departure from
library tradition, such an act would simply
bring libraries in step with the campus
mainstream. Venturing into new locales
in service of new client groups would af-
ford most libraries the opportunity to
bring innovative thinking into their pro-
grams. Simultaneously, professional de-
velopment might be enhanced through
such ventures,

Clearly, the foregoing discussion points
out the need for librarians to adopt a new
paradigm in which there is a radical shift
away from their strict identification with
the library as an agency or institution to an
identification with the client or library
user. Such a shift will enhance the effec-
tiveness of the librarian as an information
advocate or information-interpreting
agent. It will also bring the library closer to




actual and potential sources of evaluation.
In the same light, librarians who concen-
trate actively on a multidisciplinary appli-
cation of their expertise will find it an eas-
ier proposition to develop and implement
services and programs for diverse client
groups. Moreover, they will be able to
step significantly beyond merely match-
ing library users with information without
intervening in the process of ““valuing ex-
planations, arguments, and critical atti-
tudes toward facts.””” This kind of inter-
vention is essential to the process of
students” becoming literate and develop-
ing critical and analytical perspectives.

In conclusion, let us return to Francois
Jacob’s essay. He says:

Whether in a social group or in an individual,
human life always involves a continuous dia-
logue between the possible and the actual. A
subtle mixture of belief, knowledge, and imagi-
nation builds before us an ever-changing pic-
ture of the possible. It is on this image that we
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mold our desires and fears. It is to this possible
that we adjust our behavior and actions. In a
way, such human activities as politics, art, and
science can be viewed as particular ways of con-
ducting this dialogue between the possible and
the actual, each with its own rules."

This is an instructive statement to librari-
ans and to library users because it draws
our attention to the importance of the role
of information in establishing a dialogue
between the possible and the actual. Li-
brarians, in that aspect of their role that
casts them as disseminators of informa-
tion, are central participants in users” de-
velopment of their sense of the actual. The
users’ belief structure and their ability to
innovate and to be imaginative provides
the basis for using this sense of the actual
to conceive the possible. The participation
of librarians in this dialogue should re-
store for them the challenges that are often
negated by the self-containment of a pas-
sive role.
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