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Libraries have always been places for learning. Today, libraries as learning places are changing, diversifying, taking on new dimensions. They are moving from passive collections of knowledge to incorporate or engage active learning spaces.

On the net, libraries are becoming both hosts and service providers to new forms of learning communities. Software technologies as varied as discussion lists and collaborative filtering or recommender systems are re-inventing place-based social forums for learning in cyberspace. In the humanities, the library collections have always been in a real sense a laboratory; now, digitized collections make that laboratory much more accessible and available, while libraries simultaneously offer expanded architectural spaces for classes to interact with the collections. In the sciences, libraries project the scholarly literature into the laboratory, and also into the new virtual colaboratories, which provide places for scientists worldwide to join together to manipulate experimental apparatus, analyze data, conduct simulations, and author new scholarship. The new ideas of cyberinfrastructure to support science envision a tapestry of data, literature, scientific instrumentation, computational capability, and collaboration tools. And as the tools for learning and products of scholarship change and become digital, libraries are also becoming repositories for matierals that go far beyond the traditional published print literature.

The engagement of libraries with learning extends beyond established educational institutions and frameworks to lifelong learning both formal and informal – pursuits such as genealogy, local history, or consumer health or financial planning are represented alongside more traditional academic inquiry in the new learning communities. Public libraries are recognizing that their community service roles increasingly encompass support of such lifelong learning activities. 

As a constellation of cooperating organizations sharing common values, libraries (and universities) are loosening the tyranny of geography. The treasures that have been locked up in the special collections of our great libraries are now being opened up on the ’net in digital form, allowing students and the public to directly explore essential source materials that have historically been the privileged preserve of a few advanced scholars who could travel to the places where the rarities were held. One vision that I find particularly compelling is that of the gifted high-school student no longer bound by the limitations of the resources offered by his or her local school and public libraries, but able to explore materials of interest worldwide. 

But there’s still a place for place. Colleges and universities are building new libraries, or renovating existing libraries to construct a revitalized intellectual commons for their campuses—new architectural spaces, rich with facilities for collaborative group study and social interaction as well as the more traditional individual engagement with collections, places populated with librarians, information technologists, instructional technologists, media specialists and faculty that will work together to advance learning. 

The evidence is that place still matters—though we must be honest and recognize that it matters more or less to different people and different purposes. Libraries are becoming an integral part of a great diversity of alternatives—virtual, physical, and blendings of the two—for learning places that can meet a great variety of individual and group preferences and needs, from the solitary individual learner reveling in the availability of massive networked based information resources to active communities of people who seek opportunities to work together in collaborative learning communities. 

