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Dr. Chen Discusses 
Libraries of the_ Future 

Imagine you're on a tour of a small
college library of 2000 A.D. 

You probably will see scenes like these: 
- Sitting in one of hundreds of in

dividual study cubicles, a student has 
just finished typing out on his keyboard 
a carefully worded question. He is about 
to undertake a lab experiment and wants 
to know everything that is related to his 
pending project. He now pushes a but
ton and moments later the desired ma
terial-from bigger libraries hundreds of 

· miles away-is printed out at a dizzying 
speed. 

- In the next booth, another student 
pulls on earphones, consults a list, Hips a 
switch and dials a number. His pro
fessor comes on the TV-like screen. Now 
the student is ready for the lecture he 
missed three days before. 

- A couple of booths away, a coed 
majoring in English is reading her poems 
to a professor at another campus. She 
will come back later to hear the profes
sor's pre-recorded comments. 

It all sounds like a small-college li
brarian's daydream~a kind of library
learning center resembling something out 
of science fiction. It may be today, but 
it probably won't be tomorrow. 

The point is, says Dr. Wen C. Chen, 
Kalamazoo College Librarian, that in 
another few decades the · small-college 
library's present functions may seem to 
have been a mere beginning. 

All manner of devices and techniques, 
borrowed straight from the space age, 
may in time make the small library as 
good as the best library. Dr. Chen talks 
-it's strictly future-talk, but it shows the 
perspectives-of getting material in sec
ond from and to any library on earth by 
pushing a button. More important, Dr. 
Chen believes, the small-college library 
may become the student's "work shop." 

As yet, Dr. Chen cautions, the educa
tional uses of the future technology are 
only dimly understood by most of us. 
Only specialists can visualize how vari
ous developments-some on the drawing
board, some on the dreaming-board-may 
all be combined and even fewer can rec
ognize the far-reaching educational im
plications. 

One thing, however, is certain: libra
ries of all kinds and sizes are already 
getting a foretaste of problems to come. 
And unless the small-college libraries 
meet the challenge, Dr. Chen notes, they 
will eventually run into grave trouble, if 
not graveyard. 

The basic problem can be summed up 
simply. On the one hand, more and 
more people want and need information. 
On the other hand, there is too much in
formation to handle and the so-called 
"knowledge explosion" will only grow in 
size and complexity. 

Dr. Chen and other small-college li
brarians like him ask: what kind of li
brary do we need in, say, 1990 and how 
can we get it? For the size of the school 
makes an important difference 

The big-university library, Dr. Chen 
suggests, is likely to grow bigger pri-

marily as a storehouse of knowledge. 
But, considering the torrent of informa
tion that will Hood the library, the task 
will become staggering. In another five 
to ten years, Dr. Chen thinks, the best 
university libraries will find themselves 
accumulating so much information, es
pecially in the scientific fields, that the 
organization and retrieval of information 
alone will be a monumental problem. 
They now are more mechanized than 
ever before, but much work must yet 
be done. 

If the task is overwhelming for the 
big-university library, it is nearly impos
sible for the small-college library. Yet 
this is precisely what gives hope. 

The answer, in Dr. Chen's opinion, is 
that the small-college library should tie 
itself to bigger libraries electronically. 
Each member library will be as rich in 
material as all the libraries in the net
work put together and the transmission 
of material will become as simple as 
pushing a button. 

But the small library should be more 
than a partner in an electronic network 
of libraries, Dr. Chen believes. The fu
ture small-college library, as he sees it, 
must be a true ,;work shop" for the stu~, 
dents, not just a place where information 
is stored~ · It must be essentially an in
structional tool. It will have a · jumble of 
duties, including many yet-imdiscovered 
ones, but everything will be dominated 
by . its · primary mission: helping the stu
dent learn efficiently and effectively. 

It may work something like this: 
Each student would have his own wo:r;k 

cubicle, tied to a computer that con
nects him in . seconds to any library . in 
the network. He would be able to send 
in his request by electronic typewriter 
from his work room. If the desired in
formation is not found among the net
work libraries, other networks would be 
queried and perhaps the answer would 
come from a foreign library, relayed by 
a communications satellite, to the stu
dent's work room. 

His study desk will be surrounded by 
an agglomeration of switches, dials, TV 
screens, gauges-all designed to assist 
the student in learning. His professors 
will keep their lectures on video tape so 
that . he can get any lectures he wants 
any time. Or he may get lectures given 
at other schools on his screen. He takes 
an exam in . his work room, gets it back 
from the computer and goes to his pro-:
fessor for further discussion. He has 
means of transmitting his creative works 
to teachers thousands of miles away and 
of receiving comments and advice. He 
learns basic and factual material from 
programmed courses so that the teachers 
may engage in more creative classroom 
teaching. 

At the moment, Dr. Chen cautions, any 
picture of the future small-college li
brary is largely speculation. But he re
minds that man and his machine today 
perform many tasks which only a few 
years back would have been scoffed at 
as impossible. 


