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Generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) is no longer a distant horizon for librar-
ies—it is already reshaping how we teach, preserve, and connect communities with 

knowledge. The question is not whether AI belongs in libraries but rather how we inte-
grate it in ways that are ethical, equitable, and aligned with our missions. This article is 
framed as a dialogue among colleagues at three different career stages, offering distinct 
but complementary perspectives. As a current LIS student, Ava Wallace brings the ur-
gency of an emerging professional grounded in social justice and cultural preservation. 
At the mid-career stage, Russell Michalak contributes the perspective of a library director, 
emphasizing ethical integration and scalable strategies that position libraries as leaders in 
AI literacy and institutional change. Trevor A. Dawes, a senior leader in the profession, 
offers national insights on how library organizations can shape responsible adoption. To-
gether, our perspectives—emerging, mid-career, and senior leadership—highlight both 
opportunities and challenges, pointing toward a shared vision for how libraries can remain 
human-centered in an AI-driven world.

The Promise and Peril of GenAI
GenAI presents both promise and peril. On one hand, Russell has witnessed students use 
it to unlock new forms of learning—revising narrative essays with greater confidence, sum-
marizing difficult articles in accessible ways, or even visualizing concepts that help them 
grasp ideas more fully. These are real moments of empowerment in which GenAI serves as 
a tool to extend creativity and deepen understanding.

For Russell, the promise is real, but so is the peril. AI can extend creativity and deepen 
learning, but without equity at the center—without closing the gap between “free” and 
“full”—it risks becoming another barrier rather than a bridge. One example came during 
a first-year writing session where a student used Grammarly’s chatbot to “make the essay 
more juicy.” The output was polished, energetic, and—at first glance—impressive. But when 
the class compared the revision with the student’s original draft, the room grew quiet. The 
student admitted that though the GenAI had dressed up the prose, it no longer sounded 
like them. Their voice, their humor, their perspective had been flattened into something 
generic. This realization sparked a powerful discussion about authorship, authenticity, and 
what it means to develop a personal academic voice in the age of GenAI.
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For Ava, these questions are powerful reminders not to get caught up in “AI hype” or let the 
technical capabilities of AI overshadow what is lost through automation. She also highlights 
the tension from another angle—underscoring both opportunity and risk for the profession. 
She sees the potential for GenAI to accelerate cataloging and clear long-standing backlogs, 
freeing professionals to focus on community programming and direct patron support. Yet 
she also voices unease at what is risked in this tradeoff: “In the worst case, increased automa-
tion depersonalizes services, alienates users, and reduces entry-level LIS positions.” For Ava, 
AI is not just about technical efficiencies; it also carries implications for labor, identity, and 
the professional pathways that sustain librarianship. Her reflections remind us that in fields 
already strained by funding cuts, we must be vigilant about whether GenAI strengthens or 
erodes our collective capacity to serve.

Trevor, in turn, emphasizes a different dimension of promise—one centered on access and 
discovery. He highlights AI’s ability to make the invisible visible: transcribing handwritten 
diaries, translating materials across languages, and generating metadata that surfaces collec-
tions once hidden behind poor indexing. These tools could democratize access to knowl-
edge, making it possible for a student searching a library catalog to discover a family history 
letter or a rare archival document that would otherwise remain buried. For Trevor, AI is an 
accelerant to discovery, extending the reach of libraries to patrons who may not otherwise 
benefit from specialized knowledge or language expertise.

Together, these perspectives are a reminder that GenAI is neither inherently progressive 
nor inherently harmful—it is a tool whose value is determined by how we choose to use it. 
Russell’s concerns about equity, Ava’s cautions about labor and depersonalization, and Trevor’s 
vision for expanded access converge on a single point: Libraries must steer adoption with 
intention. If we allow efficiency or market pressures to dictate use, we risk undermining our 
mission. But if we ground implementation in our enduring values—equity, preservation, 
and service—GenAI can be shaped into a resource that strengthens, rather than weakens, 
the human core of librarianship.

Equitable Access as the Central Challenge
The defining challenge of AI in libraries is equitable access. Tools are only as powerful 
as the communities that can use them, and when access is limited to those who can af-
ford personal subscriptions, inequity deepens. Free versions exist, but free is not the same 
as full—“freemium” models often restrict functionality or monetize student data, leaving 
those without means at a disadvantage. At Goldey-Beacom College, a Hispanic-Serving In-
stitution where many students are first generation and balancing work with school, equity 
is a lived necessity. This is why Russell prioritized securing campuswide licenses: They en-
sure that every student—whether first-generation, working-class, or international—has the 
same opportunity to engage with GenAI. Equitable licensing is not just a technical choice; 
it is a justice issue, one that prevents GenAI literacy from becoming stratified along eco-
nomic lines. It also reflects CALM leadership in action: Communication to explain clearly 
what students can expect from these tools, Adaptability to adjust licensing and access as 
needs evolve, Learning to ensure both students and staff build capacity alongside technol-
ogy, and Management to embed ethics and accountability into every decision.

Ava extends Russell’s point by situating access challenges within broader structural reali-
ties of funding and staffing. Libraries and archives, she notes, routinely face budget cuts, 
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staff shortages, and mounting workloads. Against this backdrop, AI can look like a lifeline. 
But Ava is clear eyed about the danger of seeing it as a substitute for sustainable investment: 
“Given that public services are in a constant state of funding crisis, I don’t blame people for 
seeking band-aids. But that is how we should discuss them—as emergency measures while 
we advocate for the resources communities truly need.” For her, equitable access means not 
just distributing tools but also ensuring that communities are not forced to settle for tech-
nology in place of people, care, and long-term support.

From Ava’s focus on local and structural challenges, Trevor broadens the conversation to 
the national stage, pointing to the role of professional organizations in shaping equitable 
frameworks at scale. He argues that associations like ARL and ACRL must build strategies 
that support all institutions, not only the best-resourced. Cooperative purchasing agree-
ments modeled on database consortia could keep smaller libraries from being priced out 
of AI adoption. Just as importantly, Trevor emphasizes nonnegotiable privacy standards so 
that students and patrons at every institution can trust that their data is secure. Shared in-
frastructure and training, he suggests, would also help libraries avoid duplicating costs and 
reinventing the wheel. His vision is of a professional community that ensures equity not just 
within institutions but also across the ecosystem of libraries.

The lesson from these perspectives is clear: Equity must remain at the center of AI adoption. 
Russell’s work shows how campus-level licensing can level the playing field, Ava highlights the 
local risks of treating AI as a replacement for funding, and Trevor outlines national strategies 
to prevent inequities from widening. Whether through institutional policies, collaborative 
consortia, or professional standards, libraries must ensure that AI access is not stratified along 
lines of privilege. Only then can AI serve as a tool of democratization rather than division.

Teaching Literacy, Preserving Human Judgment
The greatest risk of GenAI in libraries is not the technology itself but rather the erosion of the 
critical thinking skills our profession has always nurtured. Students can already generate text, 
summaries, and even citations at the click of a button—but do they understand what makes an 
argument credible or a source trustworthy? Russell has embedded AI literacy into the first-year 
curriculum precisely because he views it as inseparable from information literacy. When intro-
ducing students to AI tools, he doesn’t frame them as shortcuts but rather as opportunities to 
ask deeper questions: Where did this information come from? What biases might be embedded 
here? What data were excluded? Students learn that GenAI is not a neutral oracle but rather 
a constructed system whose outputs must be tested, interrogated, and sometimes challenged.

Reinforcing this concern about embedding AI literacy into curricula, Trevor underscores 
the urgency of this approach, warning that without intentional guidance, libraries risk losing 
their central role in cultivating critical thinking. He observes that AI’s capacity to produce 
polished, plausible-sounding responses makes it especially dangerous in educational con-
texts. “The erosion of information literacy and critical thinking skills is my deepest concern,” 
he explains. “When AI can instantly generate plausible-sounding answers, many patrons 
may lose the ability to evaluate sources or understand the difference between synthesis and 
analysis.” The challenge is not just about helping students recognize bad information; it  
is also about preserving the deeper habits of mind that make scholarly inquiry possible. 
His warning reminds us that libraries must step into an even more active role as educators, 
reinforcing the difference between knowledge and noise.
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Responding to Trevor’s concern about erosion of critical thinking, Ava adds another layer, 
expanding the very definition of literacy to include ethical discernment as well as functional 
use. From her perspective as an archival intern, literacy is not limited to functional use but 
also includes ethical discernment: “Literacy does not only mean how to use something; it 
also means how to think critically about it, how to assess its accuracy, and how to determine 
when it is or is not an appropriate tool to turn to.” Her words highlight an often-overlooked 
dimension: Literacy is not adoption for its own sake but rather the cultivation of judgment. 
Ava’s reminder resonates with Russell because it recenters the human role in determining 
when speed, automation, or convenience should yield to slower, more intentional practices 
of learning and preservation.

Libraries are uniquely positioned to preserve human judgment in an AI-saturated world. 
We have long been trusted as guides who help patrons navigate evolving forms of informa-
tion. Embedding AI literacy early and consistently in our teaching ensures that students 
gain not just technical competence but also the discernment to know when and why to use 
AI—and when to resist it. Russell’s emphasis on embedding AI literacy through the CALM 
framework, Trevor’s concern about losing critical thinking, and Ava’s insistence on critical 
discernment converge here: Literacy must be our anchor. By holding fast to this mission, 
libraries can ensure that the rapid adoption of AI does not erode our most essential human 
capacities.

Visions for 2030
By 2030, Russell sees libraries stepping forward as national anchors of AI literacy, shaping 
how communities across the country learn, question, and use these tools responsibly. Our 
role will not simply be to adopt AI but also to ensure its integration reflects equity, trans-
parency, and care. Just as libraries once bridged the digital divide, we will bridge the AI 
divide—securing access that is not determined by income, geography, or institutional size. 
This future will require leadership grounded in the CALM framework. In this vision, cam-
puswide licenses, shared training models, and national standards become not just technical 
fixes but also expressions of CALM leadership. Libraries become the places where technol-
ogy is democratized and where the public learns not only how to use AI but also how to 
preserve judgment, voice, and cultural memory in an AI-driven society.

Russell’s vision emphasizes equitable access and the CALM framework, and Trevor shares 
a similar aspiration but frames the future as a cultural transformation of libraries into “vi-
brant community learning laboratories where AI handles routine tasks and librarians focus 
on critical thinking, cultural preservation, and human connection.” For Trevor, the promise 
of AI is not simply in what it can do but also in what it frees us to do—create more space 
for librarians to serve as teachers, mentors, and cultural stewards. His vision situates libraries 
as both technologically advanced and profoundly human, places where efficiency enables 
deeper engagement with the communities they serve.

Ava, however, challenges both of these visions with a reminder that even as we look ahead, 
efficiency cannot be our only measure of progress. For her, the future of libraries must also 
be grounded in justice, care, and preservation. She imagines institutions that adopt AI 
thoughtfully, always balancing technological innovation with commitments to social justice 
and cultural preservation. Efficiency, she warns, must never eclipse care. For Ava, the library 
of 2030 should not be measured by how quickly it can process collections or deliver answers 
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but rather by how well it preserves relationships, histories, and communities. Her vision is 
a challenge to remember that progress is not just about speed but also about values.

Together, these perspectives form a collective aspiration: libraries that embrace techno-
logical change while staying firmly grounded in the principles that have always defined our 
work—equity, preservation, and human connection. By 2030, Russell hopes libraries will 
stand out as centers of AI engagement, where librarians actively partner with students and 
faculty to ensure critical thinking guides every interaction with AI, supported by ongoing 
training for librarians themselves. With Russell’s focus on equitable access and literacy, 
Trevor’s emphasis on community laboratories, and Ava’s emphasis on justice and care, we 
outline a shared future where libraries remain indispensable guides through a rapidly evolv-
ing information landscape.

These viewpoints explore both the opportunities and challenges of AI in libraries. In a 
companion article in the June 2026 issue of C&RL News, we extend this dialogue by exam-
ining how these perspectives intersect around innovation, equity, and responsibility across 
the profession. 


