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Libraries will benefit from Google project 

 
By Carol Pitts Diedrichs 

 

Is Google's recently announced project to digitize the book collections of libraries good for 

libraries? 

Yes. In keeping with our core mission of making information freely and readily available, 

anything that expands access to information is good for libraries. But, it would be premature to 

mourn the death of libraries. 

While I am often asked about the possible demise of libraries with the advent of the 

Internet, the library as place has never been more vital than at the William T. Young at the 

University of Kentucky. 

The Young library opened in 1998 just as the internet exploded and has attracted more than 

1 million visitors each year since — a quantum leap over previous decades. 

Just as the distribution of movie videos did not drive movie theaters out of business, but 

rather enabled them to evolve and adjust their mission, the availability of digital versions of books 

and journals will foster similar change. 

Today's university library is many things: 

 

■ A place to meet friends.  

■ A place for a class to work on an assignment together.                      

■ A place to use print books and all kinds of multimedia. 

■ A place to browse the shelves and explore new ideas and issues. 

■ A place to access information online. 

■ A place to check your e-mail between classes 

■ A wireless hot spot to plug in your laptop. 

 

And, more important, the university library is a resource provided by state and tuition 

dollars to further the education of students as well as the research and teaching of faculty. 

The Google collaboration with libraries is an extraordinary opportunity bringing private 

sector investment together with the rich print resources of libraries. Google brings sophisticated 

search technology, as well as its deep pockets, to bear on an expensive process: the creation of 

digital copies of printed works. 

John Price Wilkin, a librarian at the University of Michigan (one of the participant 

libraries), noted in The Detroit Free Press that it would have taken the university 1,600 years to do 

on its Own what Google will be able to accomplish in seven years. 

But a key point not to be lost among the hype, hoopla and fanfare-of the Google an-

nouncement is that users will still not be able to access, everything they seek. 

For instance, books still under copyright cannot be made available for free; users will see 

only a short synopsis followed by links to the publisher or libraries where the book can be 

purchased or borrowed, Books out of copyright (mostly those published before 1922) will be 

available in full-text. 
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Beyond the copyright issue, there are other unanswered questions and challenges. There is 

no proven way to preserve digital data or protect it from media deterioration and changing 

technological standards. How many of your 8-track cassette tapes are you still able to play? 

There must also be a sustainable business model to ensure the creation, organization, 

maintenance, access and preservation of the digital information once created. Do I really want 

contextual ad content embedded in everything I read? 

Libraries and librarians have enthusiastically embraced technology. The National 

Academy of Sciences placed its entire collection of books online in full-text a number of years ago. 

The surprising result: increased sales of print copies. 

Amazon.com's recent "Search Inside the Book" project provided full-text content online. 

The surprising result: increased sales of the books with the full-text content over books without 

that full-text content. 

What this means for libraries and librarians is a continued evolution in services. Instead of 

spending time managing physical collections, more time will be devoted to gathering information, 

making it accessible, moving it forward and maintaining its availability. 

Moreover, it will also allow libraries to create databases to make their own unique re-

sources (archives, manuscripts, photographic images, etc.) available online. 

Already our librarians answer reference questions through instant messaging in addition to 

their traditional personal contact with users. They build subject-specific resources into the Online 

course, management systems that support each class. 

As they have for centuries, libraries will evolve and change. Daniel Akst states it best in his 

Dec. 17 article in The Wall Street Journal, "My bet is that the need for their services will increase 

even as the venue for what they do changes." 

 
Note: see original article for associated photograph (image of students studying at the University of Kentucky 

Young Library). 
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