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Implications and opportunities for Google Glass

Creepy or cool. These are the two most
common words we hear when sharing
Google Glass with the Claremont Colleges
Library (CCL) user community, more often
than not in the same sentence. What's be-
hind these polarized reactions, and why
would a library want Glass to begin with?

First, a bit
of background:
Google Glass
is a wearable |
computer that is
structured like a
pair of glasses. It
features a small
digital “screen”
projected onto
a prism posi-
tioned slightly
above the right
eye, and a touchpad built into the frame.
Through a combination of touch, kinetic,
and voice commands and a timeline-like vi-
sual interface, Glass allows users to explore
the Internet, capture media, check and send
e-mail, and make video calls.? It relies heav-
ily on a data connection, and can access the
cloud via Wi-Fi or through a smartphone’s
data plan (Bluetooth or mobile hotspot).
More complex functionality is obtainable by
installing “Glassware,” additional applica-
tions that serve specific functions much like
apps on a smartphone.?

Like virtually any emerging technology,
Glass provides interesting potential use cases
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Author Dani Brecher wearing Google Glass.

for libraries and higher education. However,
its pervasiveness in the current cultural con-
versation intensifies the usual challenges of
justifying device acquisition and avoiding
fad-based decision-making.

Since its release in early 2013, Glass has
come to represent far more than a techni-
cal innovation:
it has sparked
controversies re-
lated to privacy,
awkward social
interactions with
“Glassholes,”
the legality of
wearable tech-
nology, and
technoelitism
along gender,
racial, and class
privilege lines.* Over the past year, early
library adopters have begun to grapple
with Glass within this context, confronting
everything from the usual program design
challenges to the unusual implications of
appearing to “endorse” a socially fraught
Google product.

In late 2013, one of the authors was in-
vited to become one of these early adopters,
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joining an estimated 40,000 “Explorers” as
part of the second wave of Google’s pre-
public release program. After considerable
deliberation, CCL purchased Glass with the
goal of circulating it widely among students,
faculty, and staff in an effort to provide access
to an expensive and rela-
tively rare technology. To
mitigate the potential for

uncritical endorsement,  Learing Workshop at

. Honnold/Mudd Library

Check out Nick using Glass from today's Hands-On
nona College. We had terabytes

beginning, wearable devices have introduced
serious ethical considerations—a trend that
certainly continues with Glass.

Direct predecessors of Glass were created
by Thad Starner and Steve Mann at MIT as
early as 1993.° Today, a wide variety of wear-
able devices are on the
market, with the industry
predicted to be worth
$19 billion by 2018.”

of fun sharing Class with everyone

a conscious element of
this program has been
to invite users to engage
in productive dialogue
about the technological
and social implications of
wearable technology as
they explore Glass’ peda-
gogical, academic, and
research applications.
This article examines the
structure, implementa-
tion, and early outcomes
of Claremont’s Glass pro-
gram, and considers its
broader implications for
emerging technology
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Glass in libraries
Among the many wear-
ables now available to
consumers, Glass seems
to be gaining the most
traction in libraries. In
our opinion, this is due to
Glass’s unique research
and information discov-
ery potential, its ability
to be constantly reset
and linked to new users’
accounts, and innova-
tive design affordances
that seem to capture the
popular imagination.
However, Google’s ex-
clusive “Explorer” pro-
gram,® combined with
the unit’s steep cost
(about $1,600), has kept
dissemination relatively
slow.

Because the device

academic/research purposes in late March/early Apri

gy is by no means novel.

Can't wait
Calculator watches de- Mark(—:;;c%ﬁ:qv'Gi'apss‘;/}a
spies and superheroes

have been sporting shoe phones, x-ray specs,
and communicator watches in Hollywood
films since the *60s, and embodied (or embed-
ded) devices have been a frequent presence
in science fiction.

The first wearable computer was created
by Edward Thorpe and Claude Shannon in
1961. The pair developed a foot-operated de-
vice for predicting roulette outcomes, increas-
ing the odds of winning by 44%.> From the
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is still technically in beta
) testing, Explorers are “in-
vited” to purchase Glass
by referral—by way of
example, one of the authors received their in-
vitation from a librarian at another university,
bought Glass, then passed the three resulting
invites along to other librarians. This bril-
liantly engineered (some might say “diaboli-
cal”) marketing strategy all but assures a user
community based on exclusivity and shared
desire, a dynamic now being replicated in the
library world and academia.’ To date, most
uses of Glass in academic libraries are repre-
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sented by one or more of the following three
categories: pedagogy and research,'” community
lending," and application development.'?

Glass project development and
promotion
In developing a Glass project at CCL, the au-
thors had two main goals: to get Glass on as
many faces as possible, and to create a forum
for critical conversations about the issues sur-
rounding it and other wearable technologies.
To determine whether loaning the de-
vice was feasible on our campuses, a week

principal ways that the Colleges have learned
about the library’s Glass project, however, as
there is a high current desirability factor. The
Claremont student newspaper wrote a posi-
tive unsolicited piece on the program soon
after its inception,"” and a faculty member
who tested Glass reported that not only are
“all” of her media students aware that the
library owns the device, they also know the
current waiting period to obtain it.
Following testing and marketing, we began
to raise interest in Glass by holding demon-
strations of the technology, both open work-
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name hands-on
or a Google Glass workshop at Pitzer College captured #throughglass. use (e.g.,
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authentication step, but instead relies on
password-only networks." Glass also requires
Google ID credentials in order to identify
users with Glass, making anonymity all but
impossible: at Claremont, an institutional
“mothership” account provided a workaround
for local demonstrations. Glass can easily be
reset and wiped of stored data, thus facilitat-
ing circulation to patrons who sign in with
their own Google IDs.

For marketing purposes, we created a
simple webpage with information on the
program linked from the library homep-
age' and promoted the project through the
library’s monthly publication," social media,
and local blogs.'® Word-of-mouth is one of the
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play a cat video), and a discussion of first
impressions, controversies, and possible ap-
plications. Most have been filled to capacity,
and post-session surveys tend to indicate
enthusiastic appreciation for the opportunity
to use the device.

Glass defaults to obligatory photo and
video sharing on Google+ with a hashtag of
#throughglass. Much Glass activity from dem-
onstrations and meetings, therefore, posts to
a CCL Google+ account. While settings can
be adjusted to (mostly) prevent this phenom-
enon, it does provide a useful documentation
tool that leads to modest hilarity, including
inadvertent office floor photos and awkward
nostril shots.
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After a month of Glass demonstrations,
an online application was made available for
any student, faculty, or staff member of the
Claremont Colleges to request to use Glass for
up to five days." The form asks for basic de-
mographic data and a brief summary of how
the applicant intends to use Glass. At the time
of publication, we have received more than
30 Glass applications (or more than seven
continuous months of five-day loans), 85%
from students.”” Applicants have proposed
diverse Glass pursuits, including mathematics
app development, environmental fieldwork,
tutoring, promotional videos, language learn-

year’s Constitution Day event is tentatively
titled “Privacy in the Age of Google Glass.”
In addition, we plan to host a symposium
inviting users who borrowed Glass to reflect
on their experiences and report on projects
that used the technology.

Community reaction and user
applications

Despite modest internal skepticism at the
outset of the project, community reactions to
Glass have been nothing short of amazing. We
hypothesized interest from STEM, media stud-
ies, and psychology students/faculty, and IT
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academic utility (more specific proposals are
given priority) and desired user timeline. Each
user submits a loan agreement that accepts
full financial liability and consents to network
use guidelines.?! After Glass is returned,
participants are asked to fill out a feedback
form.?? Between each loan we reset the unit
to factory settings, thus removing individual
data and credentials.

Critical discussion being a major goal of
the program, in fall of 2014 CCL will begin a
third implementation phase focused on fos-
tering formal academic dialogue about Glass
and wearable technology. The central event
will be part of Claremont Discourse, a series
of library-sponsored faculty lectures that fea-
tures an annual Constitution Day panel; this
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capacity demonstration attendance. Several
months in, applications remain robust, class
invitations by faculty continue to arrive, and
the Keck Graduate Institute plans to test
Glass’s affordances relative to their develop-
ing online liberal arts degree program, Miner-
va.®? Perhaps most tellingly, users invariably
want photos of themselves wearing Glass (as
opposed to taking photos with Glass).

It is clear that although distinct parts of our
community react differently to mass-market
wearables, the tenor of the conversation is
one of almost universal interest (be it aversive
or enthusiastic). We find that those concerned
about privacy and social interaction implica-
tions are just as engaged as those who believe
Glass (and related technologies) will revo-
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lutionize lived experience. Moreover, these
groups are eminently capable of carrying on
a healthy dialogue with one another.
Workshop discussions of first impressions
of Glass as well as its potential applications
confirm this amicable tension. On the one
hand, “creepy” reactions related to privacy,
design factors,* and questioning Glass’ basic
utility tend to be as (or more) dominant as the
“cool” camp. Similarly, imagined applications
run the gamut from surgery and ethnography
to, ahem, academic dishonesty and porn.

Libraries and equitable access to
emerging technology

At a recent Glass demonstration in a media
studies seminar, a student challenged us with
this question: “How do you, as a library, not
implicitly endorse Glass by purchasing and
lending it?” Subjectively speaking, there is no
way to avoid implicit endorsement when you
purchase a piece of technology and build a
public program around it. At the same time,
libraries have a long objective history of
providing access to materials that their staff
and user public may not necessarily agree
with on principle.

In this sense, it is interesting to consider
whether and how Ranganathan’s foundational
doctrines that every reader her/his book and
every book its reader® (or better yet, the
Library Bill of Rights*) extends to technol-
ogy itself, especially at its scarcest and most
expensive. As we make decisions about pro-
viding this or that tablet or developing apps
for different operating systems, walking a
fine line between access and endorsement is
becoming more common in academic librari-
anship. At the same time, modern libraries are
full of technology of all kinds, and purchase
decisions are arguably more often fueled by
practicality than preference.

In the post-2.0 era, meeting scarcity-based
user demand for big ticket items like Glass
and 3-D printers through labs or loans seems
to be a prominent developing model. In this
approach, scarcity and demand are operative
concepts: it is essential to identify what is truly
desired and its potential positive impact on a
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community while acknowledging the risks of
obsolescence and perceived partiality. Clare-
mont’s early experience with Glass indicates
that providing access to the interesting and
inaccessible can be quite successful, and that
endorsement effects can be moderated by
encouraging broad (rather than elite) experi-
mentation and dialogue about the complex
and inherent ramifications technology itself.
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