SLA 2007: Denver, Colorado – A student’s perspective

As I planned for the SLA conference in Denver this past June, I wasn’t quite sure what to expect. As most of you know, SLA is an (inter-) national association for librarians working in what the general public would consider less-than-traditional settings (think corporate libraries, news, competitive intelligence, etc). In the past, most conferences I’ve attended were on behalf of employers who sent me with a mission, such a learning about a specific technology, meeting vendors, or trying to recruit employees.

In this case, thanks to the generous support of the Frost-Gershenfeld Scholarship, I was free to do anything my aspiring inner librarian desired – a liberating concept, but scary, too. 
My Planning Strategy
The pre-conference materials were PACKED full of sessions, receptions and events. I kept finding cool sessions and adding them to my online conference planner. When I came up for air, just about every hour of every day was filled five or six session deep. While a backup session is great in the event one turns out a dud, this scheduling was over the top! “I’ll never even scratch the surface,” I thought.
I moved on to a new plan. I would find a couple must do events (with the must being defined by me and not some corporate entity), and build my schedule around them. That meant a green light for the Al Gore keynote (a humorous, insightful, and entertaining talk where he discussed our current inability to use information wisely in decision making), ditto for the Scott Adams (Dilbert) closing plenary, and a thumbs up for Stephen Abram’s Web 2.0 Synergy Session. Because my main interest these days is the implication of social networking in organizational KM, “New Tools Help Organizations Build Effective Competitive Intelligence and Knowledge Management” was an easy choice, but topics like the Mining Division’s “Try your luck as Gold Panning” session were out.

Overall, this “interest-based” strategy worked well and I had a great time. I attended some good presentations and learned a lot from the speakers. The entire conference was a full affair: I picked up an Innovative Programming award for our student chapter, did some fantastic networking (the Canadian SLA reception and dinner with the architecture and building librarians were highlights), and made some great contacts. I can’t cover the whole week in this report, but I thought I’d at least mention my big surprise from the conference. I knew special librarians were a practical breed, but I didn’t know they were PRACTICAL. I’m sure working in a bottom line environment sets the tone, but I was really surprised how thinking takes a distant backseat to doing in these conference sessions. Consider the following two sessions… 
Session 1: A fine balance
My favorite speaker was Michael Tiemann during the SLA President’s series session: “Librarians: Bankers for the Knowledge Economy.” Tiemann, Vice President for Open Source Affairs at Red Hat Software, presented a wide-ranging discussion on the US copyright and patent system gone awry. In 90 minutes, he provided our small audience a history lesson in information access – spanning Gutenberg, Jefferson, Disney, the Wright Brothers and the open-source software model – complete with thoughtful probing about future directions.

In just one session he artfully touched on almost all my interests (libraries, technology, open source, KM, books, social networking, and politics) melding intellectual ideas with practical examples. The time flew by and I was left with many insights and questions, not least of which was “why wasn’t the session more heavily attended” and “how come more people didn’t interact with this guy,” and “I wish this guy was a visiting lecturer at the iSchool!” 
Session 2: Short term practicality
I also expected great things from “Mining Social Networking Sites: Rich Resources Lie in Wait for Those Who Dig.” My undergraduate degree is journalism and I have fondness for news libraries (not just because they are a great place to hide from your editor). In this session, the Denver Post assistant library director told of their innovative mining of social network sites. In a nutshell, they use these sites to dig up information (contacts, links to friends, etc) about students and other minors for reporters who are researching news stories. From my point of view, the session was so focused on the practical and so light on thinking about the big picture that I left disappointed, and even a little troubled. The actually info mining doesn’t bother me – I’m a former reporter myself and know they need sources — my main problem was that the presenters were advocating this practice for other professionals yet they hadn’t thoroughly considered the ramifications (and potential chilling effect) this practice could have on social networks at a time when lawmakers, educators, and parents are trying to limit access to these sites.
I asked a number of questions about privacy, long term damage to social network growth, etc, and it became apparent that to most of the information professionals attending the session (and the panel), I was a crackpot. “The information is out there. If the kids don’t want it used, then they shouldn’t put it on the web,” was the common refrain from pros in the audience. 

This reaction was a shock to me. I was days away from getting my MLIS degree and have been wrapped up in academia for two years, so maybe my bias is calibrated a bit toward the intellectual. Nonetheless I also have 10 years corporate experience and completely understand how business needs drive decisions. In fact, I think most people from the iSchool would be amused that I, of all people, was being branded a theoretical person. 

Overall, the session relayed some great information but I strongly feel the presenters need to take more responsibility in considering the implications of social network harvesting. I hope that before the 08 Seattle conference session (and with the growth and buzz of social networks there is sure to be a Seattle session) these presenters will at least spend a couple hours reading and thinking (I recommend social networking researcher Dana Boyd’s blog or the Pew Internet Reports).
The Future

I left Denver filled with new knowledge and excitement about the vast field of “special libraries.” Two months later, I can even begin to count those disappointing sessions as positive experiences. As someone considering career choices (now and in the future), I’ll keep in mind this tug-of-war between the practical and theoretical. The understanding that such a gap exists should help me remain a thoughtful and aware decision maker for years to come.
