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Twenty Years of Undergraduate Libraries:
Whence and Whither?

Mark Watson
Jody Bales Foote
Roland C. Person

ABSTRACT

Undergraduate libraries as part of universitydrgrsystems have
existed since 1949, but there is little statistdatia prior to 1971. This study
examines statistics reported since that time, sup@hted with electronic
mail surveying, to show how such libraries haveoeslied to the changing
needs of an undergraduate population. The resiutte that change, and
rapid response to external forces, are hallmarksdérgraduate libraries
past and present.
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Twenty Years of Undergraduate Libraries: Whence and
Whither?

INTRODUCTION

Most would agree that Harvard’s Lamont Libraryeopd in 1949,
was the first truly separate library specificalgsthned to serve the needs of
the undergraduate population in a university. Assalt, undergraduate
libraries, that is those parts of university lilyraystems devoted specifically
to undergraduate services, have existed for alfifysyears in the U.S. and
Canada. For the past twenty-five years, one indbion source has
collected information from these libraries and hesle it possible to
identify significant changes in them. Formal, istatal information about
undergraduate libraries dates from 1971 wherUGel Newdletter, a
publication of the Association of College and Resled.ibraries’
Undergraduate Librarians Discussion Group, begaamanal statistical
Issue.

Throughout this time the statistical issue ofti{al| Newsletter has
been remarkably consistent both in the kinds dis$tas recorded and in the

number of respondents. Over the years some harggeld: a few have



ceased to exist, and others have missed an issw®ohowever, a core
group has remained consistent for approximatelytygears, and it is this
group that provides the skeleton for an examinaticthe undergraduate
library phenomenon in the second half of the twathtcentury, both where
it has come from and where it seems to be goirtee flesh on these bones,
however, must come from interviews and personalrgesons. To get a
clearer look at the present picture, one mustiigtehe librarians
themselves, particularly in light of the paucitypafblished writings on this

subject.

METHODOLOGY

To gain a picture of changes to undergraduaterigs during the past
twenty-five years, the authors collated data suieahito theUGLI
Newdletter for statistics in the following key categoriespdemental
staffing, use of student assistants, reference sta$lng, circulation,
reserve loans, undergraduate student enrollmeit,afstudents to staff,
budget and salaries. They also compared undermg@dbrary figures with
library system figures.

A core group of 20 undergraduate libraries coasibf reported, and

this provides a good basis for comparison. Thiesarles are at:



Cornell University

Indiana University

Ohio State University

Southern lllinois University

State University of New York, Buffalo
University of British Columbia
University of California, Berkeley
University of California, Los Angeles
University of California, San Diego
University of Chicago

University of Hawaii

University of Illinois

University of Maryland

University of Michigan

University of North Carolina
University of Texas

University of Toronto

University of Virginia

University of Washington

University of Wisconsin

Since not all twenty libraries contributed datadach category during
each of the twenty years, the data should be ceresidepresentational of
undergraduate libraries rather than exact. Cdyidime data reflect overall

trends in the way that undergraduate libraries lténamged during the past

quarter century.

CHANGESIN STAFFING, FUNDING, AND CIRCULATION
In the last twenty years, staffing in undergraduliét@ries has

undergone many changes. In 1975, the average mwhpeofessional



librarians was six. By 1994, this had decreased@dgercent (Graph I).
During this same time the average undergraduatdle@nt at the twenty
schools represented in the study rose from 228@4,883. This means
that there were 3,718 undergraduate studentslpariin in 1975, compared
to 6,221 in 1994 (Graph Il). Clearly, fewer prafiesmal librarians are now
serving more undergraduate students.

The figures for non-professional staff also shodealine, in this case
a 20 percent decrease (Graph I). Nonethelessareaeof staffing has
actually increased. The average annual numbdudést assistant hours in
an undergraduate library in 1975 was almost 27,000s dropped to a low
in 1982 but has been rising since and in 1993 pas almost 28,000.

These changes carry over to reference desk cavetadl975,
professionals staffed the reference desks an avefe8b.5 hours per week;
in 1994, professional staff hours had dropped t8,52 38 percent decrease.
Non-professional hours at the reference desk, hewawreased from 29.1
hours in 1975 to 32 hours in 1994 (Graph IlI).

During the same time frame, circulation figureslohed dramatically
over this twenty-year period. Monograph loansy@ar decreased by 66
percent, from a peak of 1.8 loans per student #8126 .62 loans per student

In 1994. In addition, reserve use, measured Brvedoans per student,



also had a dramatic decrease of 36 percent ovee ti® decades. Because
the budget figures had not declined proportiondlgeems likely that these

figures reflect a change in patterns of use.

PARENT INSTITUTIONS

Undergraduate libraries have fared better thain pffagent systems in
some, but not all categories. The average undgugta library’s percentage
of the overall library system salary budget deaddakt percent from 1975
to 1994. Its percentage of the overall materialdget, however, decreased
by 38 percent (Graph IV). Like their parent systemhose professional
positions declined by 36 percent, undergraduatarids suffered a 33
percent decrease in professional positions fronb187.994. Similarly,
non-professional positions in undergraduate liesahave undergone a 20

percent decrease, while library systems experieacpercent decrease.

SURVEY OF UNDERGRADUATE LIBRARIANS

Statistics are just one part of the picture. &kgeriences of librarians
add greatly to this picture. As a supplement elémgthy statistical record,
nine of the larger libraries took part in an eleotc mail survey in October,

1995, by responding to questions about book vsogiieal usage, staffing



size, reference staff philosophy, the library’distaon campus, and the
response to increased political emphasis on unadugte education. All
nine of the institutions are active in the UGLI @ission Group, and the
heads of these libraries have, for the most patyynyears of experience at
their respective institutions.

These interviews provide a more personal desornppresented here
as individual summaries. A number of common thsezmerge: 1) a
movement toward electronic databases; 2) increaseaf library graduate
students working at the reference desks at institsitwhich have graduate
library schools; 3) a stable or decreased cirmriatte; and 4) a perceived
increase in the use of periodical indexes ovey#aas, attributable to a

variety of factors.

University of Wisconsin (Donna Senzig)

Book circulation over the last twenty years hasbedatively
constant. Itis a high use collection, weeded atipuwith about 2,000 titles
added each year. Perhaps as much as half thelisafiase comes from
full-text databases such as the ProQuest seniheess, and Expanded
Academic Index. Professional and support staffiag increased, as have

programs, including more than 200 classes a y&avlicrocomputer and



Media Center relies heavily on student assistafiserything we do, from
collecting of materials to user education, comegegtioer at the reference
desk. This is where students, and campus faadipinistrators and
librarians, judge whether or not we are successflihe move toward
electronic sources has led to an increase in clo&daeference assistance;
thus, support staff are heavily involved in thisaaas are librarians and
students assistants all as a team. The librapsgipn needs constant
justification, but it is in a good position to be@ampus leader in responding
to the changes brought by technology. Curricuteanges mean that the
undergraduate library will soon be responsiblecfimponents of 130
sections of a required communication course andimediia applications
are under development, aided by a New Media Cemtée library to assist
faculty development of materials. Both trends Vikiély increase use of the

undergraduate library and its services.

Univer sity of Washington (Paula Walker)

The increased use of periodical literature comels fsom use of
computerized databases and from a shift in fa@agsrgnments to greater
emphasis on periodicals. Out of three positionsrc993, two have been

restored; graduate library science students andlpemsed at the reference



desk; and the circulation desk is increasingly peised as a second
reference point. The undergraduate library, wehactive service programs,
Is recognized for its important role in undergradusducation and is

benefiting from the legislature’s interest in thiga.

University of Virginia (Jim Self)

Clemons Library’s circulation has been steadyesit@86; staff size
has remained constant. Staff and graduate stuanésalways assisted in
reference services and continue to do so in awhen service to
undergraduates is being strongly emphasized. Adthat is not officially
called an undergraduate library, Clemons’ highfoseas naturally

emphasizes undergraduate services.

Univergity of Illinois (Joyce Wright)

Because of mutilation, many use the Magazine Cindlie's
microfiche materials and electronic resourcesff &atretched very thin,
reduced to five from the seven librarians six yeays. The formal
bibliographic instruction program has been suspemalereview, but the

campus mandate on undergraduate education mayajelstify and



reinstate it, and a faculty Undergraduate Advisooynmittee has been

organized for assistance in responding to theskéedigas.

University of Michigan (Barbara MacAdam)

Staffing has remained stable, although there baea cuts. The Peer
Information Counseling Program helps greatly asheflorts to set strategic
priorities such as doing fewer handouts and relynoge on the WWW page
for information distribution. Reference servicesmaoved to a team
approach using graduate and trained undergradiuaterds as a first level,
more term and part-time librarians, and even waykifth a broadcast
studio for information services over cable telemisi “The undergraduate
library is probably in as strong a position asviérehas been” with an $11
million new facility, campus commitment to underduate education and
technology and a strong campus perception of tdengmaduate library’s

importance in the university’s mission.

University of North Carolina (David Taylor)
Several local factors have combined to reducell@ton and use of
the undergraduate library. Foremost was the ogenfima spacious graduate

library, plus a non-duplication policy and budgeses from 1986-1992,



curricular changes, and an OPAC that did not higitlfor location. Staff
reductions forced cuts in reference coverage andezkated reserve
problems even as reference activity has increasbd.less sophisticated
users need more help with the present setup (nece@nic sources) than
they used to with free-standing InfoTrac termiraaisl dedicated book
catalogs. In the midst of these difficulties, caimpong-range plans for
greater use of information technology, a recognitbthe library’s
deteriorating physical condition, and politicalargst in undergraduate
education are combining to support major renovagiborts. If all goes
well, it will “offer new services integrating traidinal library service with
computer access, in an attractive physical settthgs increasing the

pressure to find new staffing sources.

Indiana University (Lou Malcomb)

The decline in circulation which began in the 198n be attributed
to curricular changes which stress short paperscanént information, plus
the CD-ROM and online databases now availableedponse, funding has
been switched toward periodicals and indexes. uhakergraduate library is
“on solid ground but that ground shakes every tinege is a budget

concern/deficit/or reduction.” Without a definfeculty constituency, the

10



library needs greater faculty involvement as welfuanding support for the

undergraduates’ instruction needs.

University of Toronto (Lari Langford)

The Sigmund Samuel Library probably will end xsséence as an
undergraduate library sometime in 1996. Numera@unspis libraries more
relevant to the students’ curriculum, severe fiseatraints, staffing
reductions which have replaced most of the referataff with non-
professionals and graduate students while sharofggsional staff from the
Science and Medicine Library next door all have lbmad to bring about
this situation. The emphasis on teaching undeugitad, however, is
“certainly alive and well” and undergraduate segsitwill remain a priority
of the library system, coordinated by an undergaéeliservices librarian, but
the separate space and identity of this librargraandergraduate library
will not.” Indeed, they have “accepted the faetttbervice to
undergraduates is not something that can be attaoh@ne physical

location on this campus” and are relying more onate access.

University of Texas (Ralph Alberico)

11



Circulation has remained relatively stable, butgheception is that a
dramatic increase in the use of full-text digitalisces has been a major
factor in the greatly increased use of perioditatdture. Staffing hasn’t
declined much but duties have increased; studemts$ serve at the
reference desk but are heavily involved in othevise points, while library
school graduate students increasingly provide eefar assistance. The
undergraduate library as an institution is notakeaed, but its space has
decreased with the introduction of a microcomptaetlity and a writing
center. Without the strong faculty constituencya@ubject-based library,
“it is important that we change in response to &vand justify our own
existence by providing services that are perceasedtal by the students

themselves.”

CONCLUSION

Many undergraduate libraries over recent yeare haduced the size
of the undergraduate monograph collection for werigeasons, including
the need to convert book stack space to spacefopuater technology, as
well as acknowledging that undergraduates may @twborrow materials

from other libraries on campus. Data on undergasalborrowing of books

12



from the library system is not available in thigdst, but it is obvious from
the study that they are borrowing fewer books frordergraduate libraries.

Professional librarian hours in the undergradlibtary declined
during the late 1970s, matched by an increaseeidiurs worked on the
reference desk by nonprofessionals. In the eadynaid 1980s the non-
professional hours dropped, while a steady incrbagan in the number of
hours worked in undergraduate libraries by studsaistants. From the
statistics alone, one might conclude that studssistants replaced
nonprofessionals, who had earlier replaced prajasss in undergraduate
reference services.

The anecdotal evidence from the surveyed librar@oints to a shift
in usage from books to periodicals for a numbeaeabons. In many cases
the curricular changes de-emphasize the traditi@nal paper in favor of
more, and shorter, papers using current (perigdsoalrces. The
mushrooming of CD-ROM indexes, widely availablehatse larger
universities, plus growing numbers of full-text aladses, also are changing
how students look for information.

Librarians are being stretched to their limitsvith little relief in

sight. Paraprofessionals, graduate students (edlgdibrary school

13



students) and even specially-trained undergradaagedoing more initial
contact work at reference desks, including helpwty the technology.

These staffing pressures and changes are reflacthd reference
desk, where there may not be as many librariamsuat of the time as in
the past. In addition, the bibliographic instraotmethods have to make use
of multimedia to reach the large numbers requiaagistance. And yet,
instruction generates questions and a need for or@en-one assistance as
well.

The status of undergraduate libraries is not yasinmarized. Some,
such as Toronto, are fading or merging with otherlities on campus.
Others, such as Wisconsin, Washington, Texas, magliand lllinois are
solid but always aware of how quickly stability cgmange. A few, such as
Michigan and North Carolina, are remodeling, expagdand growing in
influence on their campuses.

In the end, what one can say about undergradibaseiés is that they
must be continue to be flexible, able to adaptldvias pressures, trends,
and outside forces shift. Change has always hestafmental to the
mission of undergraduate libraries, because mamg egun in order to be
able to change more readily than their parent systeDeclining

monographic circulation, decreases in staffing éegly professionals), and

14



funding restrictions all are not likely to reversmon. As a result,

undergraduate libraries must:

* use technology to teach technology

* modify bibliographic instruction programs, makingewf multimedia to
teach access to information throughout the libsgstem

* emphasize training of support staff

e continue to provide a welcoming environment and@eal assistance to

the beginning library user.

Sometimes changes lead to the disappearancehysecal library,
but in nearly all cases the ideal of service toangthduates continues
strongly in the staffing and programs firmly esisitséd during the twenty
years of the study, even as challenges escalatmatithds evolve to meet

the changing needs of undergraduate students.
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