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The future of libraries is now, and the funds are gone. How can librarians select, promote and advocate for collections while keeping costs down? How can we engage our time-strapped, hard-working communities and increase circulation?  In this paper, I will discuss the merits of crowdsourcing to expand collections while improving circulation.  As an example, I will discuss the ways libraries can expand both print and electronic poetry collections by reinvigorating interest in the historically beloved form.   

We’re living in a hyper-textual age wherein we seem to simultaneously subsist on two or more planes at once. Whether through multitasking or metadata, we interact with and seek information in new ways. In 2010, the Pew Internet and American Life Project reported, “…59% of adults now access the internet wirelessly using a laptop or cell phone.” (Smith, 2010)  We also know that as early as 2003, “more than 53 million American adults had used the Internet to publish their thoughts, respond to others, post pictures, share files and otherwise contribute to the explosion of content available online” (Lenhart et al, 2005) As mobile phone use skyrockets, people are increasingly more apt to engage with two or more concurrent realities. To remain relevant, libraries must develop new ways to promote both print and virtual collections on a shoestring. 

Enter Crowdsourcing

Crowdsourcing has become a popular technique for many different business organizations. Individuals and companies of all sizes have used it for various reasons, and it is considered “rooted in creativity and innovation.” (Andrade, 2012) 

Holley (2009) lists myriad ways that libraries can benefit from crowdsourcing. 

They include: “achieving goals the library would never have the time, financial or staff resources to achieve on its own, building new virtual communities and user groups, actively involving and engaging the community with the library and its other users and collections, utilizing the knowledge, expertise and interest of the community, demonstrating the value and relevance of the library in the community by the high level of public involvement, strengthening and building trust and loyalty of the users to the library, and encouraging a sense of public ownership and responsibility towards cultural heritage collections, through user's contributions and collaborations.” (Holley, 2009) As cultural organizations, libraries can engage communities both locally and globally by tapping this key trend and reestablishing the library as a go-to place for information services. 

“Social engagement has happened for years in libraries” (Holley, 2009). Historically, patrons have sought “to discuss with the librarian (or any other user) what they thought of the latest novel they had just read, the results of their research…” or essentially anything else that allowed them to share opinions and vet future resource decisions. (Holley, 2009) People now crave virtual social engagement. Heavy use of communication technologies likely plays a large role. Social interactions may or may not be missing from our daily lives as a result of our reliance on communication technologies as surrogates for personal conversation. “Crowdsourcing uses social engagement techniques to help a group of people achieve a shared, usually significant, and large goal by working collaboratively together as a group.” (Holley, 2009) “By engaging a group of people in a mass collaboration effort, problem solving and solution creation are distributed among many people. Recognition is the key to participate.” (Andrade, 2012).   

In 2011, the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts hosted an event called “Wikipedia! The Musical!” which “attracted dozens of people who made use of the library’s special collections to add and update entries to the open-source site.” (SinhaRoy, 2011) The popularity of such an event is a prime example of how libraries can implement crowdsourcing as a means to select, promote and advocate for library collections while increasing circulation. 

Due to the “digital divide”, libraries experience heavy-use of their Internet and computer capabilities; yet, many patrons question the library’s role in an evolving information age. By reaching out to local communities and providing spaces for virtual and face-to-face interaction, libraries can continue to offer quality customer service and also meet budgetary demands. 

The American Library Association (ALA) asserts in the Library Bill of Rights that public libraries are intended to create “access for all” (ALA, 1996). Crowdsourcing citizen-created content can engage many different age groups. These spaces can be implemented to enhance intergenerational bonding, peer-to-peer learning, and media literacies as well as help build community. The prevalence of open-source software provides new opportunities for libraries to engage local communities while also creating global connections online. Holley (2009) argues that crowdsourcing can benefit libraries by “adding user created content to collections and creating e-books”… Giving users the freedom to interact with and add value to data as well as create their own content and upload it into our collections is what users want, and helps libraries maintain their relevance in society.” (Holley 2009) Our communities are rife with content creators, and the urge to share our efforts has galvanized social media as a primary source of information and communication. 

Using Crowdsourcing to Develop Poetry Collections

Circulation of poetry collections in public libraries has long been a source of conflict for librarians. The battle between “give ‘em quality” and “give ‘em what they want” continues to rage on the poetry shelf where the books often sit undisturbed in the 811s.  While poetry collections may not be in as high demand as genre fiction or children’s literature, poetry is an asset to the overall collection due to its quality of influence as well as its appeal to local writing communities.  

People of all demographics write poetry. In highlighting poetry spaces in public libraries, more patrons will be encouraged to borrow poetry books. Children and teens, older adults, everyone! “We only have to think of how poetry is embedded in the rhythms of everyday life through lyrics, tweets and text messages, through street talk, protest rallying calls, football songs and advertising jingles and to consider how it is performed at slams, open-mike events and broadcast on YouTube and accessed through websites like the Poetry Archive (www.poetryarchive.org) to be aware that poetry is a playful, multimodal living medium” (Dymoke et al, 2009) “Librarians scaling back on poetry purchases cite a lack of patron interest that seems contrary to the evidence. Clearly, in many libraries it’s time for some serious collection building and a consideration of fresh, new ways to promote poetry.” (Antonucci, 2004) 

The first action public libraries can take to reinvigorate poetry collections is to weed low-circulating titles that are neither classics nor reflective of community interests. These titles can be sold by the Friends group or at community book sales. Weeding will save valuable shelf space, improve access to materials, and make room for current and more contemporary poetry books. Freeing up shelf space will create exciting opportunities for public libraries to augment existing collections. 

Deploying Chapbooks as Community-Bonding Tools

“From the 16th to early 19th centuries, chapbooks were mass-produced, cheaply made booklets sold hand-to-hand by travelling salesmen, or chapmen in Western Europe and North America.” (Craig, 2011) Today’s chapbooks are often handmade and sold cheaply or given as gifts. They are regarded as essential to the evolution of ongoing dialogues around poetics and poetry. “…Chapbooks are part of ongoing poetic conversations, of a practice of exchange that is ever present in the maintenance of community” (Craig, 2011). 

By partnering with local schools, museums, and writing communities, libraries can showcase selected poetry chapbooks representing contemporary writers presently active in the field. Due to their lean form, print chapbooks can be easily displayed without taking up a lot of space, and will be an asset to local communities of all ages.  

Libraries can also engage writers of all ages and other patrons globally by creating virtual hubs for collaboration and exchange of e-chapbooks. These e-books will be freely available to the public through the use of a wiki. Creating an e-chapbook wiki portal will allow libraries to play an instrumental role by providing key access points to this portal to engage local writers. Writers will benefit by gaining access to greater communities of fellow writers as well as improved networking opportunities. “Giving a chapbook to another poet…serve[s] a similar networking function to the exchange of business cards…In this ongoing conversation, the offering of work is time-sensitive – less because of the content of any particular group of poems, and more because continued participation and membership can be marked by ongoing exchange.” (Craig, 2011) The wiki format will be conducive to quick and efficient chapbook sharing, and will also serve as a forum for writers and other patrons to communicate and share ideas. 

“Community practitioners need to know how given communities tell stories and how powerful these stories can be for either demoralizing or strengthening community.” (Collins et al, 2004) A poetry project of this kind will serve all age groups, and will be particularly vital for reengaging teens on the move. Teens are mobile content creators. We know from Pew (2005) that “over half (57%) of teens create content online.” (Lenhart, 2005). Mobile library technologies have the capacity to bring libraries to teens to serve them where they are. Libraries recognize that “if librarians want to attract young adults to their collections and services, they must become integral members of the online community.” (Hassell and Miller, 2003) According to Jones (2002), ‘‘When teens are involved it engages their talents, skills, and interests and demonstrates they are valued by the community and provides them with an opportunity to contribute...’’ Libraries have the opportunity to reshape their teen image by creating virtual spaces where teens will feel free to collaborate, create, consume, and share content with peers on the move.  At the same time, e-chapbook wikis can promote intergenerational bonding between unlikely age groups.

In discussing her experiences with facilitating a poetry-writing group, Collins et al. (2004) describe how “intergenerational bonds were created that formed the foundation of community structure. The older members of the writing group gained benefits of providing mentorship. They felt as if they were giving back to the community, were energized by the enthusiasm of the younger members, and began to feel less isolated.” 

Conclusion

Crowdsourcing can be a means of promoting and increasing circulation for existing collections while directly engaging with local and global communities both physically and virtually. Libraries can improve poetry collections by crowdsourcing chapbooks from local poetry communities and expand global awareness of collections using social media and wikis to share chapbooks. As Tyckoson (2003) writes “The nature of publishing is going to change and libraries are going to play a greater part in the process.” Libraries can provide both the tools and the expertise to help users get projects off the ground.  Outreach to local museums, archives, community colleges, and K-12 schools may also be a way to develop existing collections reflective of the local community. By incorporating works by local poets and writers, public libraries can involve users directly by showcasing selected works to ensure patron’s continual value in the future of library service.
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Very unique and very relevant.  I am glad you chose this crowdsourcing topic.  I appreciated your argument, and the logical, organized way you presented it.  I want to see "Wikipedia:  The Musical!"  LOL.  Well done. I copied down some of your nice references as possible future reading assignments in this class.  Thanks again for a good semester, and I hope you have a great summer.
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