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Libraries have likely held importance in every major civilization as a storehouse for cultural goods, in more recent 
centuries books and other cultural artifacts, and act to serve specific purposes by providing an engaging mechanism in which 
specific portions of a given population are able to interact with such cultural resources and utilize them in a variety of ways.
Some libraries are private, academically inclined, intended for public use etc., yet the contents of public libraries, and academic 
libraries especially, are being forced to reconcile with technological shifts impacting the cultural expectations of how paper 
books and electronic media are to be supported by both librarians and the public or private entities which they serve.

Libraries serve more than just people going to public or private school, as homeschoolers visiting the library recognized it as 
"a home away from home", with the parents considering it as money-saving resource (Pannone, 2019). They serve as centers for 
cultural events, such as drag-queen story-times, certainly a remarkable phenomenon, where drag-queens offered to read physical 
books (not eBooks), and to engage with children in songs, crafts, etc. being used during story-time, while 65% of hosts were 
being paid for such providing a service (Barriage et al., 2021). In the mid 2000s a study was done noting that men often used the 
library to spend some time alone, or to read the newspaper, while women used the library to conduct educational research, to 
bring their children so they would have an opportunity to interact with and have access to books, and in some instances, where 
available, to access the internet. During this time of the study, checking one's email using a computer at the library was some of 
the visiting patrons favorite experiences here as many of the people visiting did not have a computer at home they could easily 
access (Fidishun, 2007). 

As the shift toward digital media became more prominent, the once seemingly integral mission of the library, to house a 
physical collection of books, became sidelined (Sheppard, 2006). As the popularity of the internet increased, so did the eBook. 
E-book formats have changed since their inception, as they used to be platform specific in all cases, and the media types that 
remain relevant tomorrow are anyone's best guess (Taylor, 2008). As the internet grew, so did the concerns for piracy. Today,
the .pdf file is a popular file format used by most publishing companies, as the biggest multinational publishing companies took
the reins on the way these books and articles became distributed and began offering subscriptions to their content in a manner 
which suits their needs and not necessarily one that puts the visiting patron or librarian's services at the forefront of their 
concerns (Whitney & Castell, 2016). Large publishing companies likely do not normally offer irresistible deals to independent
authors and small-scale publishers looking to get their work a contending place in a library. Although some countries, such as 
Sweden, may be more technologically advanced than others, this does not imply that these companies which offer eBooks to 
libraries offer them in diverse languages, and thus small-language cultures may be sidelined de facto by engaging in business 
practices with these chains even with greater access to technology (Kersti et al., 2014). 

Nevertheless, the green movement, often touted for encouraging behaviors such as reducing waste and not using paper find
electronic devices to be encouraging for the health and practices of people engaging in eBooks and using eResources today 
(Gisolfi, 2019). With the scope of the services becoming directed more towards technology (Taylor et al., 2012), many libraries 
shifted to accommodate such a change. Nevertheless, rural areas are still impacted with acquiring the same resources that may be
vital across all libraries, such as providing internet access or computers to patrons looking for work online in a recession (Real, 
Bertot, Jaeger, 2014). With the onset of COVID-19, many public libraries nationwide were forced to reconcile with providing a 
virtual space by which to engage with their community. One study witnessed the noticeable checkout of an increased 52% 
eBook usage, online tutoring up 50%, some virtual-learning programs for preschoolers saw user sessions increase 100%, new 
programs were implemented online, such as story-time and more (some places offering up to eight new services online), and 
chat sessions were made available in Spanish, Vietnamese and Chinese at the San Jose Public Library (Goddard, 2020). It was 
reported that many libraries also made Wi-Fi hotspots available even while closed and extended the signal into the parking lot, 
since according to recent Pew Research about 25% of households do not have broadband services available at home (Goddard, 
2020).

There were three different methods practiced to delve into the concept of what the library means to people today. In one 
survey, the Library Experience survey, there were 18 questions for people 18 and older to answer regarding how they conceive 
of the library today, public, academic, local, whatever the concept implies for them today. Using the snowball sampling method, 
a total of 67 respondents replied, likely from a variety of backgrounds and certainly including a large proportion of students (and 
some faculty) at CSUCI as this is where the survey was dispersed to for much of it on the presenter’s end. With the survey 
focused on the material and digital cultural aspects of the library experience, regarding topics such as computers, print materials, 
and website access to their library, this survey focused on how it is experienced by these respondents today.

The second survey, more in line as an interview format, portrayed 10 in-depth questions regarding what it is like for 
current faculty at the CI library, notably librarians, to work in such an environment during a shift towards managing media of 
electronic formats over physical formats. This interview focused on understanding the emic approach of being a librarian and 
working at the John Spoor Broome library. With three substantial replies regarding their thoughts on matters such as the 
relevance of the pdf, the role of technology and the precedence it takes over physical books today in the library, and how their
services have been oriented towards managing the digital front of the library have or have not shifted how they view their own 
work in such a place.

The third method is the presenter’s own personal participant-observation of being a student at CI and using the John 
Spoor Broome Library’s resources to conduct research, relax, attend virtual classes, and observe the behaviors of other students
using the physical space of the library as well.

People experience the library in different ways and go to the library, both digitally and physically for several reasons. 
In this survey the concept of the library experience was reviewed and explored to get a better idea of what people expect and
like about their library. Mostly everyone who partook in the survey felt that visiting the library in person is, at a minimum, a
rewarding experience for them, and about one third of the respondents feel an inclination to have printed books and physical 
materials available in their library as very important to them than solely having access to digital resources in their library.

One of the most interesting answers received in these survey results was how important computers are regarded in the 
physical library space today, as once books were the obvious point of libraries and served the purpose of visiting the library in 
most cases. The overall 
sentiment associated with having computers at the library
as having more importance there than the items that line
the shelves show the greatest division for how people
think of their library being situated, the strongest result
depicting a neutral position and people feeling torn about
just how significant computers have become in a place 
such as their local library.

People feel somewhat strongly about using or not
using the possible resources at their library and some are
inclined to use other methods to to obtain articles or books
they found online. About a quarter of the respondents see
their favorite services being in the physical library itself. 
People use different services online than in person at the
library, and online is not necessarily considered to be a 
better alternative for everyone who visits. It depends on 
the service patrons desire to use. Respondents believe that their librarians offer an invaluable service to them even if they don’t 
go to the library for their reading or research needs, with very few implying they would likely use the internet for most of their 
research purposes. A great number of people enjoy going to the library for a quiet study space or for leisure, and people enjoy 
the fact that libraries offer opportunities for community engagement online and in person and would like it to stay that way for
the time being. Respondents believe that the physical book and physical media is still important today, however the eBook is 
rising in popularity and the aid of technology is helpful for many compiling their research away from the physical space of the 
library in the comfort of their homes. This does not discount the importance of books no longer being published, and many 
respondents think these in particular ought to have an opportunity to be digitized and made available in an electronic format
before wear and tear destroys these cultural products. Overall, every respondent enjoys visiting the library, while one person 
dislikes it somewhat at the worst. This shows that both online and physical spaces, as well as physical media in the library, are 
important today and neither should area should be neglected as we continue to expand the idea of the library. eResources do 
not replace print materials, they are an alternative.

• In an academic setting, such as the John Spoor Broome Library on the CSUCI campus, research databases are restricted to 
current CI staff, students and faculty (unless visited in person) as electronic database subscriptions are charged by the vendor in 
part based on student headcount.
• A lot of materials students' use is based in physical resources such as printed books, and these are often less expensive for the 
library to manage. They are also simple to hold onto compared to eResources, as they belong in the library itself.
• eResource management has been a larger investment recently, especially during COVID-19, and thus a position for an 
electronic resource management librarian role is a position that is desired within many libraries today.
• Patrons enjoy having access to digital portions of the library at home where they can conduct research from there.
• Research guides, such as videos for library instruction and use, are becoming more important to ensure students can use 
library resources effectively as navigating these databases is not always so simple to understand at times.
• Although some disciplines at CI require print/physical materials (e.g., history assignments and capstones), some academic 
programs benefit mostly from eResources (e.g., Psychology).
• Material mustn't be available in digital format; some publishers do this intentionally, so students buy the textbooks.
• Librarians prioritize ensuring access to resources for people in all places and times as effectively as possible.
• Librarians understand the ease of research in a digital database and being able to utilize various e-resources from home, but 
some students prefer print over digital while others say they are unable to come to the library and require digital e-resources.
Nevertheless, a lot is not available in digital format.
• Physical books are cheaper on average than digital counterparts and having one digital does not mean it is a requirement to 
have one in print, and vice-versa. 
• Some digital copies are only allowed 2-3 checkouts at a time due to vendor agreements, limiting accessibility to popular or 
necessary reads by students. This issue happened this semester with a book title A Dream Called Home, which was a required 
read in a couple of classes.
• Librarians prioritize eResources because they are aware that some students are putting their children to bed around 10:00 at 
night and only begin to start research then.
• There is an emphasis placed on acquiring eResources that can be viewed an unlimited number of times by an unlimited 
number of people at once
• During the pandemic, the live-chat features and make-an-appointment-online options became a necessity, and the librarians 
are happy with this function being available for students to use at CI.
• There is a concern that the eResource service model is unsustainable for libraries because eResources are prohibitively 
expensive, and “inflation rates are wild on e-resources; many of the subscriptions can increase from 5-7% per year with no real 
added content.”
• There is a generational divide in how some librarians perceive the operations of the library, and eResources have a large part 
in shifting these dynamics in the library setting.
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Libraries are places of community where people congregate in public to engage in research, class activities, talk 
amongst themselves about any variety of topics regarding life in general or specific research projects. The services offered 
online and in person at libraries are invaluable to the people who regard these services as helpful to their personal and 
professional lives, and although the digital shift has been taking great precedence over matters of research and library use, this 
alone does not make print materials and physical access to these resources less important in any respect. There is a greater 
demand and emphasis places on e-Resources, especially at the time of writing, since COVID-19 has spurred a greater reliance 
upon these electronic resources and with limited access to physical resources, such as books, people have unsurprisingly relied 
on their technology to conduct much of their research and engage with their library in such a manner. 

These places, online and in person, have served many needs of their communities in creative and engaging ways, and 
with librarians growing ever more knowledgable about how to properly instruct students on how to navigate, engage with, and 
use these eResources online, there has been more online engagement with these services. It is impossible to replace the 
physical space and practices that one can partake in in the library online in this current age, if ever, and people likely use both 
services as their lives require them to do so. Librarians are always doing their best to ensure best research practices are being 
engaged in, and the patron experience is at the forefront of their minds and hearts whenever anyone has questions for them. A
library is a central function of nearly all communities, regardless of size, and the importance of such an epicenter of culture 
cannot be taken lightly even as a digital age seems so apparent in the face of physical media such as books and magazines, this 
is no way limits their value to an engaged researcher looking for information, or a bored reader looking for a new read.

Participating in the library online it is clear that there are numerous resources available to visiting patrons admitted to 
the system. There is access to research guides, available staff to assist with any questions one might have, equipment checkout 
for laptop computers, cameras, audio recorders, mobile hotspot devices, etc. Most of the research conducted for this project 
was done via online services using the library's homepage (no, I did not take my survey), however time spent in the library 
observing and participating in the experience of the physical setting of the library is quite unlike the much more boxed-in 
feeling and strictly-service oriented experience I engaged with while visiting online. 

While visiting the John Spoor Broome Library on CSUCI it becomes understood why students, faculty, and other 
school related services (such as the Writing and Multiliteracy area) are housed in such an environment, and why so many 
students elect to visit such a place. When booking an appointment for a study room to conduct an oral history interview for a
class I was taking, I found that although no bookings had been made online for the rooms on the 2nd floor, every single room 
was in use by students either working alone or collaborating on projects. There were not many students engaged in looking 
through books on the shelves, and nearly every student was engaged with an electronic device of some form or another while 
engaging in their work. Some students were using the couches located at various locations around the library situated on two of 
the three floors in the library to nap, while others were plugging in their equipment to charge it at charging stations at the tables 
on the first floor, and others yet using the computers available on the first floor to work on various school projects while also 
partaking in online classes, and in-person classes inside the library itself in the surrounding classrooms. This is not to imply
people in the library were not reading physical books and textbooks, but rather that there is a strong emphasis on computers,
tablets, and mobile technology within the library. Physical books were not the main attraction to accomplishing work or 
relaxing in the library. At two different there was a young man walking around with a notecard trying to sell granola bars 
without pestering the people in the library too much and asking those in the library to help assist him with his tuition by 
purchasing a granola bar or two, which was quite an imaginative way to make ends meet while being a student at CI.

Online, the experience of the John Spoor Broome Library is an eResource goldmine. Although the librarians often 
humble themselves when comparing the availability to other schools with larger catalogues, the number of databases available 
and searches accomplished for numerous class assignments showed results to be more than appropriate to meet the needs my 
professors required of me to write my papers. I found that using quotation marks around my key words, which I understood to 
be key concepts, made my research relatively speedy amongst numerous databases without having to delve too far into the 
settings to control for search results, as well as limiting my results to full-text availability and peer-review sources. The citation 
machine that is inherent in the library, although occasionally faulty with small errors, is extremely useful for bibliographies and 
reference sheets, and I found this option to be delightful compared to the old manual ways of writing it down or attempting to 
use a machine found elsewhere online. Google Scholar was the only outside source listing device I used, and only a fraction of 
the time at most.

Exploring The Concept Of The Library
Matthew Jones • Dr. Colleen Delaney • Capstone, Spring 2022 - 499

Graph: Participants vote whether the computers in their local 
library are more important these days than the items on the 
shelves.

Abstract

A research analysis exploring the concept of the library in a framework interested in focusing on the elements of print 
media technologies and the emergence of the eBook and eReader devices as well as the interplay of the digital age and the 
popularity of digital media. Methods of data gathering regard how people are interested in utilizing these resources in general,
with a focal point of the role of the library and how it provides services to its community members inclusive of interests 
regarding print and digital media. Participant-observation with an anthropological lens was used to better understand and portray 
what library use was like in the John Spoor Broome Library on the campus at CSUCI, while sharing both the experience of the 
library while visiting in person and while using its online interface to portray any differences and similarities between the two.
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