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Exploring Al

How libraries are starting to apply artificial intelligence in their work

Lolda Garcla-Febo

[itsrary
professionals
will need to
continue to
bhe at the
forefront

to support
communities
as emerging
technologles
transform
our world,

have recently started to heir more phrases such

a8, T don't hve to vigle n library; 1use ask Alexa

[or Sirl or Googloe Assistant] and it tells mo

everything | need to know. [ speak to it all day.”

The impact of even this early wave of artificial
intelligence (Al)—including voice assi and
machine learning (M1)—is still uncertaln (n many
fields, but it is time w include Al on our profes-
stonal agenda and in our national conversation.
1n talking with brardans working in this area,
it's clear that while Al can be useful, it also raises
familiar concerns nbout privacy, intellectual free-
dom, authority, and sccess, And there are diver-
sity considerations, as well, including nccess for
people with different lngulstle styles or abllities,

Fortunately, Hbrarfans are looking at Al from
severill perspectives. Some are using It w teach
Information Herney and eritieal-thinking skills o
helpp formulate questions for these devi
and learn how 10 evaluate responses, University of
Rhode sland, for example, is housing its callabo-
rative efforts around Al in the library.

Cambridge (Mass.) Public Library (CPL) part-
nered with MIT Libraries and Harvard metaLAB to
haost the installation "Laughing Room,” in which
participants enter an artifictally intolligent room
that plays a laugh track whenever something Is
sald that the room's algorithm deems funny. CPL
Director Maria McCauley says this helped peaple
to consider the Impact of survelllance and Al on
thelr Hves, To further engage Ubrary users with
big issues in sci and technology shaping our
soclety, the library will host a public dinlogue
abour humor, culture, and Al with Harvard Law
Schoal's Cyberlaw Clinle this spring.

At MIT, Chrls Bourg, divector of Hbraries, 1s
focusing on building a teehnical infrastructure so
Ity collections nre nccessible by APLs and there-
fore ean be used by machine-learning algorithms,
MIT Libraries is working with AL/ML research-
s ae the unlversity to analyze various Hbracy
tasks and workflows that might be enhanced

by AL As Bourg says, it is important for academic
librarles w make thelr collections nccessible to
Al tools like Alexa so that when someone asks

0 voice assistant for information, reputable
sehalarly Hreraniee (s avallable. To make this
successful, libraries will have to work to ensure
scholarly information is openly accessible, not
locked behind paywalls,

All this may be a lot of new information to
process. But Catherine Nicole Coleman, digltal
research architect ac Stanford Libraries in Palo
Alto, California, has a good approach: Last year,
Coleman conducted "Library Al Conversations™ 1o
help library workers familiorize themselves with
the laest research and lssues. She also worked
mostly with bibliographers, archivists, and
catalogers to explore the possibilities of Al for

data und collection develog . Additon-
ally, they are collaborating with computer science
fuculty and fuculty in the humanities and soclal
seionees to explor | hi Habora-
tion, interaction, and interface (bit.ly/stanfordAl).

AUALA, we have resources to help library
workers understand Al, these new devices, and
the role of lihraries. The Center for the Future of
Libraries has weitten about voico-cantrol devices
(bitdy/CFLvoice); the January issue of Library
Technology Reports (bitly/LibTechAl explores Al
and ML; and many of our conferences—including
the Library and Information Technology Associ
ntlon's forum and the Assoclaton of College and
Research Libraries national conference-—include
sesslons on Al

My fellow library workers, the future of libraries
will continue to be about the communities we
serve, Librarians and Hibrary professionals will
need o be ar the forefront Lo support communitios
us these technologies transform our world, Let's
continue the conversarion and learn mogerher,

LOIDA GARCIA-FEBO « an international libeary
eonsultant
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The library technology industry, broadly speaking, shows more affinity toward utility than innovation. Library automation
systems are not necessarily exciting technologies, but they are workhorse applications that must support the complex tasks of
acquiring, describing, and providing access to materials and services. They represent substantial investments, and their
effectiveness is tested daily in the library. But more than efficiency is at stake: These products must be aligned with the priorities
of the library relative to collection management, service provision, and other functions.
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