Introduction
Allison Druin

The Digital Landscape for Children
Today children expect to find computers in libraries as much as they
expect to find books (Douglas, 2002; Meyers, 1999; McIntyre, 2002; HughesHassell & Miller, 2003). Young people assume it is normal to have access in
their homes and schools to digital materials from such places as the U.S.
Library of Congress, the Smithsonian, and their local public libraries. For
school projects, home entertainment, and social experiences, children access
and use digital tools and information as a critical part of their lives. Various
studies show that young people (ages three to thirteen) have an extremely
positive view of new technologies and believe that these digital tools can help
them in defining their personal and cultural identities (Media Awareness
Network 2000; Howe & Strauss, 2000; Manuel, 2002; Soloway, 1991; Walter,
2001). Children can better understand who they are in their increasingly
complex multicultural world through the use of Internet resources (Howe
& Strauss, 2000; Raseroka, 2003). Children can also be alerted to potential
safety hazards (for example, violent crimes, environmental health hazards,
Internet porn) through the use of technology (Walter, 2001, 2003). In
addition, new digital information resources can foster learning that can
challenge traditional educational structures and processes for children
(Jonassen, Peck, & Wilson, 1999; Neuman, 2003; Walter, 2001).
Today’s digital landscape can also be problematic for young people.
Children see the world differently than adults; they have very different
needs for technology and are quite diverse in their abilities, even in the age
span of a few short years (Bilal 2002; Cooper, 2002; Moore & St. George,
1991; Siegler, 1998). Unfortunately, it is common that many new technologies do not take children’s specialized needs into consideration, and
therefore the access and use of digital materials can be challenging for
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children (Druin, 2002). While there is an emerging and growing area of
research that addresses these information science and technology issues
for children, this work is still relatively new.
In 1997 a seminal issue of Library Trends was published that focused on
“Children and the Digital Library” (Jacobson, 1997). At that time the Web
was only four years old. A majority of public libraries and schools did not
have access to the Internet, and the notion that children can contribute
to the development of digital services was far from being discussed. Today
things have changed. Online access for children has become commonplace,
and researchers in various disciplines are interested in how children can
contribute to designing future new technologies and new forms of libraries
(Bilal, 2002; Large, Beheshti, & Rahman, 2002; Druin, 2002).

In This Issue
Based upon today’s digital landscape, four questions are examined
throughout the articles in this issue:
• How do new digital tools and materials impact children as information
seekers, learners, and creators of their own digital experiences?
• How are the environments of children (for example, in homes, public
spaces, school and public libraries) impacted by digital resources now
available?
• How are children involved in changing new technologies, and what can
be learned from these experiences?
• What new technologies are being developed, and how can these be used
as building-blocks for future research?
In this issue some articles address many of the questions stated above,
while other articles focus on one specific question more deeply. The articles’
authors are many of the leading researchers in this growing yet still small
field concerning children. Their work falls into two broad areas: issues
concerning children’s information access, and children’s use of digital
materials. All too often researchers consider just one aspect, yet children
themselves are most interested in access issues when information use is
possible (Druin et al., 2001). Therefore, this issue reflects the interests of
children and offers both perspectives.
The first four articles focus on children’s access to digital resources
through information seeking in general or virtual reference experiences in
particular. Eliza Dresang from Florida State University begins this issue by
giving an overview of “The Information-Seeking Behavior of Youth in the
Digital Environment.” She uses the theory of “Radical Change” to discuss
the challenges young people have in information seeking along with issues
concerned with gender and the use of various story media. She explores
the principles of interactivity, connectivity, and access to offer the reader
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various perspectives on children’s relationship with technology and digital
materials. Dania Bilal from the University of Tennessee follows with her
article, which focuses the discussion on “Children’s Information Seeking
and the Design of Digital Interfaces in the Affective Paradigm.” Dania brings
together an interdisciplinary body of literature to present a framework for
considering the role that affect can play in children’s information seeking.
She also ties this to her own current research and presents findings from
her empirical work with children.
The next two articles focus on a particular method of information seeking: virtual reference transactions. In “Teens Are from Neptune, Librarians
Are from Pluto: An Analysis of Online Reference Transactions,” the challenges of virtual reference experiences are presented. This empirical study
by Virginia Walter and Cindy Mediavilla from University of California, Los
Angeles makes use of virtual reference system transcripts to offer a glimpse
into the information-seeking behaviors of teens concerned with homework
preparation and the reference responses of librarians. This study suggests
some important lessons not only for librarians but for the designers of
virtual reference systems as well. Issues concerned with younger children
and virtual reference are discussed further in the article “Just Curious: Children’s Use of Digital Reference for Unimposed Queries and Its Importance
in Informal Education” by Joanne Silverstein from Syracuse University. In
her work, Joanne uses a different virtual reference system to understand
what children’s information-seeking experiences are like in informal learning settings. This empirical study points to specific areas of concern for
children’s questions, possible ways to address future new systems design,
and critical issues for virtual reference librarians in the future.
The second section of this issue is focused on children’s use of information. These articles are concerned with how people use digital resources in
numerous contexts, including international locations, as well as how new
resources should be designed for use in the future. The first article of this
section discusses the “Initial Findings from a Three-Year International Case
Study Exploring Children’s Responses to Literature in a Digital Library”
and is written by Sheri Massey, Ann Carlson Weeks, and Allison Druin
from the University of Maryland. This article presents a case study with
children from four countries and their reactions to reading books from a
digital library. Insights are offered into children’s use of digital materials,
and possible research directions are suggested for children’s recreational
reading. The second article in this section is also a case study, but Claire
McInerney from Rutgers University takes a broader look at using digital
materials and studies an entire town’s integration and use of technology.
In her article, “Educational Inquiry and Creativity: Developing Digital Resources in Ireland’s Information Age Town,” she examines the challenges
and successes in bringing technology into classrooms and curriculum.

176

library trends/fall 2005

The next two articles in this section review diverse literature with the
goal of creating appropriate technologies and information structures for
children. Linda Cooper from the Pratt Institute begins by discussing “Developmentally Appropriate Digital Environments for Young Children.” In
her article she brings together the literature on cognitive, physical, social,
and emotional development to suggest that these factors can critically impact a child’s ability to interact successfully with digital environments. She
summarizes what should be done to address these findings with “design
responses supportive of development.” June Abbas from the State University of New York–Buffalo follows with her article focused on “Creating
Metadata for Children’s Resources: Issues, Research, and Current Developments.” From a discussion of the literature, June presents the challenges
of knowledge representation for children’s information seeking and the
possible approaches to creating metadata and controlled vocabularies to
appropriately support young people.
The final article in this issue considers children’s information use but
with the goal to develop new, more appropriate technologies for children.
In their article, “Interface Design, Web Portals, and Children,” Andrew
Large and Jamshid Beheshti from McGill University present their research
experiences in designing new Web portals for children. By involving children in the design process along with more traditional research methods,
Large and Beheshti propose a set of design guidelines for developing future
new technologies.
In summary, what all of the articles in this issue have in common is a
respect for children. Each of the authors appreciates how children differ
from adults, what children’s needs can be, and what impact this information should have on future research.

Acknowledgements
This issue of Library Trends could not have been accomplished without the invaluable insights and feedback of Delia Neuman, Sandra Hirsh,
and Julie Tallman. In addition, the support of Marlo Welshons and F. W.
Lancaster from Library Trends has been critical in guiding this issue to publication. Finally, I want to thank the authors of this issue. Through their
endless efforts despite hurricanes, family challenges, and tenure reviews,
their articles came into being.

References
Bilal, D. (2002). Children design their interfaces for Web search engines: A participatory approach. In L. C. Horvath (Ed.), Advancing knowledge: Expanding horizons for information
science: Proceedings of the 30th Annual Conference of the Canadian Association for Information
Science, May 2002, Toronto, Canada (pp. 204–214). Toronto, ON: Canadian Association
for Information Science.

druin/introduction 177
Cooper, L. Z. (2002). Methodology for a project examining cognitive categories for library
information in young children. Journal of the American Society for Information Science and
Technology, 53(14), 1223–1231.
Douglas, J. (2002). Start with the child: A new report provides a fresh vision for library services
to children. Library and Information Update, 1(9), 36–37.
Druin, A. (2002). The role of children in the design of new technology. Behaviour and Information Technology, 21(1), 1–25.
Druin, A., Bederson, B., Hourcade, J. P., Sherman, L., Revelle, G., Platner, M., et al. (2001).
Designing a digital library for young children: An intergenerational partnership. In
Proceedings of the 1st ACM/IEEE Joint Conference on Digital Libraries (JCDL 2001), June 24–28,
2001, Roanoke, VA (pp. 398–405). New York: ACM Press.
Howe, N., & Strauss, W. (2000). Millennials rising: The next generations. New York: Vintage.
Hughes-Hassell, S., & Miller, E. T. (2003). Public library Websites for young adults: Meeting
the needs of today’s teens online. Library and Information Science, 25, 143–156.
Jacobson, F. (Ed.). (1997). Children and the digital library [Special issue]. Library Trends,
45(4).
Jonassen, D. H., Peck, K. L., & Wilson, B. G. (1999). Learning with technology: A constructivist
perspective. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.
Large, A., Beheshti, J., & Rahman, T. (2002). Design criteria for children’s Web portals: The
users speak out. Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology, 53(2),
79–94.
Manuel, K. (2002). Teaching information literacy to Generation Y. Journal of Library Administration, 30(1–2), 195–217.
McIntyre, M. H. (2002). Start with the children: The needs and motivation of young people. Retrieved
May 16, 2005, from http://www.mla.gov.uk/news/press_article.asp?articleid=497.
Media Awareness Network. (2000). Young Canadians in a wired world—Overview. Retrieved
May 16, 2005, from http://www.media-awareness.ca/english/special_initiatives/
surveys/index.cfm.
Meyers, E. (1999). The coolness factor: Ten libraries listen to youth. American Libraries, 30(10).
Retrieved May 16, 2005, from http://www.urbanlibraries.org/coolnessfactor.html.
Moore, P., & St. George, A. (1991). Children as information seekers: The cognitive demands
of books and library systems. School Library Media Quarterly, 19(3), 161–168.
Neuman, D. (2003). Research in school library media for the next decade: Polishing the
diamond. Library Trends, 51(4), 503–524.
Raseroka, K. (2003). Libraries for lifelong literacy: IFLA presidential theme 2003–2005. IFLA
Journal, 29(2), 109–112.
Siegler, R. (1998). Children’s thinking. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.
Soloway, E. (1991). How the Nintendo generation learns. Communications of the ACM, 34(9),
23–28.
Walter, V. A. (2001). Children and libraries: Getting it right. Chicago: American Library Association.
Walter, V. A. (2003). Public library service to children and teens: A research agenda. Library
Trends, 51(4), 571–589.

Allison Druin, College of Information Studies, University of Maryland, Room 4121H
Hornbake, College Park, MD 20742, allisond@umiacs.umd.edu. Dr. Allison Druin is
an Assistant Professor in the University of Maryland’s College of Information Studies
and is a member of the Human-Computer Interaction Lab. Since 1999 she has led
interdisciplinary teams of educational researchers, librarians, computer scientists,
artists, classroom teachers, and children in creating new educational technologies for
elementary school children. Most recently she has been the lead Principal Investigator of the International Children’s Digital Library and a Commissioner on the U.S.
National Commission on Libraries and Information Science.

