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Introduction

Alongwith the phenom enal growth o f  inform ation technology, and its 
impelling impact on every sphere o f  our society, tim e has com e now in the 
last phase o f  20* century to distinguish between a traditional library and an 
‘electronic library’ that is in  the offing . P eople can be creative without 
libraries, but can there be a creative society without a  library? In  the library 
we are all children in that the entire w orld outside o f  the school and library 
becom es electronic with e.g. CD  players, phones, video gam es,and the like . 
D onovan states that by  stim ulating curiosity-parents to the  tw in forces of 
creativity and im agination -  even the m ost focused and specialized library 
serves the purpose o f  lifting the m ind beyond its horizons'. In order for the 
library to conunue to satisfy curiosity and nourish creativity, it m ust meet 
the overwhelm ing need to  not only incorporate but to apply technology.

W einberger opines that to m ake this future a reality necessitates the 
building o f  an educational system  based on the ‘^ust in tim e” learning 
philosophy^ It requires the developm ent o f  learning tools essential to 
survival in this rapidly changing world -  tools that teach children  to  be the 
intellectual explorers o f  tom orrow. O ne such tool is Electronic Library.

Digital Libraries

Sandlian points out that the electronic o r  digital library is ju s t beginning to 
take shape throughout the world, including the world o f  libraries^. The 
adoption o f  digital inform ation represents a great step for libraries keeping 
pace with inform ation technology. O ne phenom enon that concerns the 
librarians is the growing fact o f  the incredible vanishing library. In  the 
developed societies during the last decade half o f  the elem entary and 
secondary school libraries bought less than one third o f  a book per student. 
This is the most com pelling reason w hy a digital library -  a  library without 
w alls is being created alm ost unconsiously.
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N ow  a days the market place arrival o f  lower cost data storage and 
infrastructure signifies that increasing am ount o f  inform ation can be made 
digital. B ut for the m om ent, the problem  of cheaper storage is being 
com pounded by the volum e o f  new  media com ing into the market place. In 
this e ra  o f  mixed media, the question becom es not ju st what to buy but in 
w hat form at to buy it. T he digital library solves this dilemma. M argolis 
asserts, “As we m ove forward and em brace the concept o f  the virtual 
library, what we cm brace m ost importantly is the concept o f  rem oving all 
obstacles- It is the absence o f  barriers o f  tim e and distance that m ake a 
library a virtual library.... W hat w e see is a means o f  sharing inform ation 
w ithout much regard to tim e or location. People have the inform ation when 
and w here they want it.”^

But what about aforestated bibliographic skills? Does the virtual library 
require a  Dewey Decim al system ? M ust the data set be part o f  a controlled 
circulation? A nd what will happen i f  we lived in a world w here the 
inform ation specialist o r the library scientist is a  12 year old sitting behind 
the com puter in  hom eroom ? A nsw ers to these questions are being relayed 
ju s t in time.

Just in time learning (JITL)

Today it is im possible for one person to know everything about his o r her 
chosen field -  the am ount o f  inform ation available m akes this an im possible 
scenario. But a person should not be penalized for not know ing what 
significant event happened on April 14, 1865. People should be m easured 

by their ability to understand the context o f  this event and what it m eans to 

our civilization, past and present. This ability becomes increasingly 

important in light o f  today’s practice o f  'Sanitizing’ history and other 
textbooks for political correctness. O ur system o f education, our learning 

tools, should provide for students the access to inform ation as it is needed. 
No one author o f  text book or curriculum  guide can prepare a student to 

appreciate and learn from  an infinite data set. Such a  data set. requisite for 
JITL to succeed, is found in the existing digital library. W einberger believes 
that “Just In T im e Learning (JITL) is a fundam ental em bodim ent o f  the key 

elements needed to propel students from  twentieth to twenty first century 
learning. D igital library can certainly help in this worthy endeavour."^
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Just in time learing with Electronic Library
D esigned from  the ground up as tw enty first century literacy tool , 
Electronic library em bodies all o f  the necessary technical requirem ents that 
m ake JITL a real possibility by the turn o f  the century ,

This can be illustrated to show  how the potential technology m ay have 
incom pletely revolutioTiizing the  learning process. T here are four distinct 
elements o f  Electronic Library that support JITL  .

Table:

E lem ents o f  tw cniieih V S T w en ty -first cen tu ry

(C lassic) l^ a m in g (J IT L )

F in ite  da ta  set “ In form ation  Spacc”  o r  lim itless d a ta  set

R o te  m em orization C ritical th in k in g  &  exploration

S choo l learn ing L ifelong learning

Inform ation  have /  have-no t In fo rm ation  dem ocracy

F or the new inform ation space, there exists a vast and diverse collection,i.e. 
a library o f  hundreds o f  new spapers, magazines, classic books, 
encyclopedias, thousands o f  images and maps, as well as m ajor works o f  art 
and literatures.

Children are so innately inquisitive that there is no one book or 
encyclopedia that can provide all o f  the inform ation they seek. F or this on­
line reference-library is a necessity.

The second elem ent o f  JITL, Critical thinking and exploration. To 

incorporate this elem ent o f  JITL into Eiectronic library, it entails designing 
the search engine to both encourage and enable children to think for 

them selves and to make it conductive to the learning process and growth o f  
inform ation gathering skills. As easy as it is to  differentiate a banana from  
an orange, a five-year-old m ind can grasp either-or and if  -  then thinking 
skills which are the basic building blocks o f  critical thinking. Equipped with 
this mental tool, a child can am ass a sea o f  inform ation and draw 

conclusions based on objective reasoning that suits that ch ild 's  tastes or 

values -  not the values or answers one text-book author sets dow n as 
relevant facts.
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L ife long learning. By giving our children and adults these opportunities to 
access real world inform ation and rewarding them  for seeking it and by 
equipping them with the ability to sort it out , they get life long education. 
They will becom e life long learners. A nd the continuing evolution o f  new 
m edia tools will only serve to reinforce the ease o f  acquiring new  and 
m eaningful inform ation that was out o f  touch in their lifetim e but is now 
available a t the touch o f  a key ,e. g. any specific subject put online by a 
inform ation science student can  be m ade available to everyone via the 
W orld W ide W eb in the days to com e .

Inform ation democracy. All data are available all the tim e and are easy  to 
access. H erndon notes that Electronic library’s high level o f  intuitiveness 
m akes it easy  for children o f  all age.”^

Furthering the cause o f  inform ation dem ocracy are the plans to create a 
distributed database network for Electronic library subscribers. This 
network w ould allow subscribers to becom e Electronic library content 
providers, com pleting the circle o f  JITL.

Conclusion

W hile the future is quickly exerting upon us. the debate continues to  rise 
over technology and its role in our school and libraries. But let us consider 
at the sam e tim e an alternative, i.e. a nineteenth century curriculum  based 
entirely on  paper text books. As such, most o f  these texts contain outdated 
inform ation by the time they are printed. It is difficult to debate what many 
know to be true; technology can do what text books cannot achieve. The 
power o f  digital libraries and new inform ation technologies can bring this 
achievem ent by  breaking the shackles o f  nineteenth century iiteracy. The 
dow nw ard pressure on costs for technology and com m unications matched 
with new and easy  to use learning softw are means that Just in Tim e 
Learning, a 21st century learning concept is becom ing a reality for all o f  our 
people.
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