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Guest Editorial 
Hello, Caledonia! 

My tenure as editor began in 197 4. In an initial editorial I called upon a New Yorker cartoon 
with its admonition: "I do think your problems are serious, Richard. They're just not very 
interesting." That was my first charge: Make an interesting journal. I noted the criticisms 
that library journals were not read and that research methodology was ''strung out like so 
much wash." 

Six years later I concluded my editorship. I cited another cartoon, Jeff MacNelly' s Shoe. 
This time the criticism was of the editor: ''The trouble with editors is they are always critical 
of anything we write. They're forever correcting and changing." 

In those six years I received 772 manuscripts; with advice from the editorial board and 
other readers, I selected 229 for publication. My wish was that the articles could be both 
serious and interesting and that any changes or corrections I made would improve them. I 
have many happy memories of those six years: 1976 with ALA's centennial and a series of 
articles about 100 years of academic and research librarianship; 1978 with the first national 
ACRL conference and the theme papers filling the March 1979 issue. 

Reviewing those thirty-six issues, I renewed acquaintances with many friends. I find it 
difficult to make a choice of just one to highlight. There are so many: Raffel on political 
factors in library decision making (November 1974); Balay and Andrew measuring refer
ence service (January 1975); Spang with a superb case study of collective bargaining at 
Wayne State (March 1975); Voigt presenting a model formula for acquisition rates in uni
versity libraries (July 1975); Drake forecasting library growth (January 1976); Saracevic and 
his colleagues studying·user frustrations (January 1977); Beach and Gapen considering 
book theft (March 1977); Watson on publishing by academic librarians (September 1977); 
Wingate questioning the undergraduate library (January 1978); Dickinson on participative 
management (July 1978); O'Connor and Van Orden with a seminal study on manuscript 
acceptance rates by library periodicals (September 1978); Miller and Rockwood on collec
tion development in the college library (July 1979); Leighton and Buchanan telling about 
the Stanford library flood (September and November 1979). 

While I look at and admire numerous articles, I keep returning to one. It came to me un
announced, a provocative and well-written document that proved an excellent addition to 
our September 1978 issue: F. Wilfrid Lancaster's "Whither Libraries? or, Wither Li
braries.'' It served as the basis for additional related writings by the author and generated 
letters in our own journal as well as comments in other publications. 

Looking to technological changes that would lead to the paperless society, Lancaster felt 
libraries must respond to this challenge if they were not to ''wither.'' Responding myself, I 
was prepared to give up the printed page and what its beauty had meant to me. I was will
ing to accept the flickering image on the computer monitor with its unimaginative 
typewriter-like characters. Thus, in that issue I wrote my "Farewell to Caledonia." Caledo
nia is the name of the typeface we used then in College & Research Libraries. W. A. Dwiggins, 
its creator, also designed many handsome books. Working with his typeface, I felt close to a 
distinguished part of our heritage of print. But now that was to disappear. 
Happily~ the computer which posed a threat also presented an answer: We benefit from 
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the computer because we can format, store, and retrieve information. Now it also aids us in 
depicting that information, whether on the monitor or on paper. That depiction is not lim
ited to the twenty-six letters of the alphabet and a group of numbers and symbols. Instead, 
we can store and print complex graphic images and format our text in a variety of typefaces. 

With its achievements, the computer has not lead to a paperless society. Indeed, print on 
paper has had a resurgence. With the computer we become our own typographers and call 
upon a variety of typefaces, whether it be a basic Times Roman or a classic Baskerville or 
Garamond. Our beloved and once threatened typefaces are back, not in metal, but now in 
digital form. 

Dolly Levi had been gone from her familiar New York City for many years, but her 
friends had not forgotten her. Arriving at the Harmonia Gardens, she was greeted by the 
waiters singing "It's so nice to have you back where you belong." So I sing my own 
"Hello, Caledonia! It's so nice to have you back where you belong." 

RICHARD D. JOHNSON 
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"You should evaluate your 
automation investment as if your 

future depended on if' 
Every day someone comes out with a new 
way to do this or a better way to do that. 
And the pace is getting faster all the time. 

Libraries are no exception. When 
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The changing environment. 
Much of the change now focuses on 
or around the rapid exchange of infor
mation. Electronic mail, networking, 
gateways, data and video communica
tions-all these are virtually waiting on 
your doorstep. 

. Software changes, too. Newer 
and better applications packages are con
stantly emerging-some to augment what 
you already have, some to replace them. 
One of the most exdting new devel

opments involves 
relational data base 
management systems 
software. This sophis
ticated tool gives you 

freer, faster and 
more definitive 

access to your 
database, 
with more 

Alex Sbekhel 
Vice President 

effective and flexible management reports, 
collection development tools, and system 
security codes. 

You'll be able to capitalize on hard
ware breakthroughs as they happen, too. 
So you can take advantage of the computer 
industry's rapid trend toward increased 
computing power at reduced cost. 

Staying open to change. 
Your library system needs to accommo
date changes like these. Open systems 
provide the easiest way to do just that. 
They let you adapt to change economi
cally and at your own speed. 

So it pays to choose a vendor 
who continually examines and evaluates 
advances in technology. Who understands 
the usefulness of this technology and how 
to apply it in a way that's useful to you. 
And who has a history of providing flexi
ble solutions for the complex, ever
changing world of library automation. 

Find out more about what these 
innovations can mean to you. Write for 
our free Q&A booklet: CLSI, Inc., 320 
Nevada Street, Newtonville, MA 02160, or 
call us at 1-800-365-0085. 
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50th Anniversary Feature-

Foundations of 
Academic Librarianship 

Michael K. Buckland 
The bases of academic library service are twofold: the role of any academic library service is to 
facilitate access to documents, and the mission of each academic library service is to support the 
mission of the academic institution it serves. These two bases need to be interpreted for each 
situation in order to provide meaningful foundations for service. Consideration of the founda
tions of academic librarianship requires (1) distinguishing of ends from means, (2) examina
tion of values (what good does it do?) as well as capabilities (how good is it?), and (3) descrip
tion of the nature of these concerns (i.e., theory). After a century of relative stability, a new 
period of change has started. Library resources in electronic form indicate radical changes in 
the means of library service. Computer-based information processing of library materials by 
users adds a new dimension to library service and to the role of librarians. 

e view the foundations of aca
demic librarianship as being the 
conceptual framework and un
derlying assumptions within 

which library services are provided in an 
academic environment. 

The foundations of academic librarian
ship have two basic elements: (1) the role 
of library service is to facilitate access to 
documents; and (2) the mission of an aca
demic library is to support the mission of 
the academic institution served. Interpret
ing these two general statements for any 
given situation provides the foundations 
for effective library service. 

The first statement stimulates us to ask 
how 11 facilitate," II access," and "docu
ments" should be interpreted. and how 
the role of the library service is related to 
the roles of others. Hitherto, the dominant 
interpretation has been the judicious as
sembling of local collections as the only ef
fective means of providing convenient 
physical access to documents, augmented 

by bibliographic tools and bibliographic 
advice. Contemporary changes in the 
technology underlying access to docu
ments strongly suggest a need to recon
sider how we provide services as well as 
changes in relation to the roles of others. 

The second general statement suggests 
that what should be done is unique to each 
specific institutional context, a point 
noted in early issues of College & Research 
Libraries. 1 

Any examination of the foundations of 
academic librarianship must meet three 
conditions: 

1. We need to distinguish between 
means and ends. The purposes of, and 
justification for, library service should not 
be confused with the techniques and tech
nologies adopted as means for providing 
service, even though the availability of 
techniques and technologies limits our op
tions. 

2. We need to consider not only what is 
good and what is not so good, but also dif-

Michael K. Buckland is Fulbright Research Scholar, Technical University, Graz, Austria (1989) and Professor, 
School of Library and Infonnation Studies, University of California, Berkeley, California, California 94720. The 
author wishes to thank Professor]. P. Danton and Dr. C. Martell for their helpful comments. 
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ferent sorts of goodness. "How good is 
it?" is a measure of quality or, in effect, a 
measure of capability with respect to serv
ing some actual or imagined demand. This 
kind of goodness is appropriate for the 
evaluation and measurement of means, 
that is, of the tools and techniques for pro
viding service, as in "a good collection" or 
''a good catalog.'' ''What good d~es it 
do?" is an entirely different question
one appropriate to the evaluation of ends 
and to the relating of means to ends. A 
third form of goodness lies in the question 
"How well is it done?," which has to do 
with cost-effectiveness, efficiency, and ef
fective management generally. 2 

3. We need to be able to describe the na
ture of our concerns or, more concisely, 
we need adequate theory. Theory in librar
ianship and adjacent areas of info~ation 
science has been ill-treated. In ordmary, 
general usage, "theory" denotes a de
scription of the nature of something, ''a 
scheme or system of ideas or statements 
held as an explanation or account of a 
group of facts or phenomena. " 3 Too often 
this definition has been eclipsed by the 
narrower sense of theory used in physical 
sciences as a strong hypothesis suscepti
ble to experimental refutation. Inasmuch 
as librarianship is not, and is unlikely to 
become, a physical science, the quest for 
theory in the narrower sense is predict-
ably frustrating. 4 

• 

In brief, examination of the foundations 
of academic librarianship is concerned 
with the ends and means of library ser
vice, recognition of the difference be
tween them, exploring the goodness of li
brary service, and developing and 
refining descriptions of the nature of these 
concerns. 

HISTORICAL CONCERNS 

Modem librarianship as we know it was 
developed in the second half of the nine
teenth century and was characterized by 
(1) the idea of library collections for ser
vice, (2) the notion of purposeful book se
lection, and (3) the adoption of a series of 
technical innovations such as relative 
shelf location, improved cataloging codes, 
more systematic approaches to shelf ar
rangement and classification, and sus-
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tained efforts at standardization and coop
eration. 

11Modern librarianship as we know it 
was developed in the second half of 
the nineteenth century and was char
acterized by (1) the idea of library col
lections for service, (2) the notion of 
purposeful book selection, and (3) 
the adoption of a series of technical 
innovations.'' 

Since then terminology has evolved, the 
scale of operation is much increased, and 
technical refinements have been made. 
Nevertheless, many of the underlying 
concerns in the early issues of C&RL, fifty 
years ago, and of the Library Journal, an
other fifty years before that, are still strik
ingly contemporary. 

Yet it seems that the relative stability of 
the past century is but a prologue to an
other period of radical change, compara
ble in significance to that of the nineteenth 
century with its new techniques. This time 
the change is enabled less by new ideas 
than by a change in the underlying tech
nology. 

At risk of simplification, three phases 
can be identified. Until recently library op
erations (e.g., technical services, circula
tion) and library materials ("collections") 
were both based on the technology of pa
per and cardboard. More recently, library 
operations have been moved to computer 
technology, while the library's materials 
still remain overwhelmingly on paper. 

''The prospect that library materials, 
as well as library operations, will in
creasingly exist in electronic form in
dicates radical change in the means of 
library service.'' 

The prospect that library materials, as 
well as library operations, will increas-
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ingly exist in electronic form indicates rad
ical change in the means of library service. 
See table 1. 

The analysis in table 1 invites comment. 
What is important about phase m is that 
the materials will increasingly be available 
in machine-readable form, that users will 
need access to them, and that access will, 
therefore, be provided. The eventual bal
ance between paper materials and elec
tronic materials or the prospects for paper
less libraries are of little significance 
compared with the fact that arrangements 
for access to some electronic texts, images, 
and other data will have to be provided. 
Because paper seems unlikely to ~ap
pear, we may expect phases II and m to 
coexist indefinitely. 

The change from phase I to phase II, the 
introduction of computers for library op
erations, can be viewed as an evolutionary 
development. Much of the change repre
sents the mechanization of procedures 
that were previously manual. The 
changes have been, at least until the provi
sion of online catalogs, mainly for internal 
efficiency and for the convenience of li
brary staff. In contrast, the future change 
from phase II to phase ID, to library mate
rials in electronic form, can reasonably be 
viewed as more revolutionary than evolu
tionary in that the implications for the pro
vision and use of library services appear to 
be more radical. 

A long period of relative stability in the 
means for providing service makes it easy 
for the distinction between ends and 
means to become blurred. So long as there 
is one principal means to an end (even 
with variations in details), more of the end 
is achieved by more of the means and the 
distinction between ends and means has 
little practical significance. But this blur
ring of the distinction hinders dealing ef
fectively with alternative means if and 
when they become available. 

THE SITUATION TODAY 

Today academic libraries are, mostly, in 
(or moving into) phase II with the immi
nent prospect of also needing to develop 
provision for phase m. 

The end being pursued is the provision 
of access to books, journals, and other li-

TABLE 1 

TECHNOLOGICAL BASES OF LIBRARY 
OPERATIONS AND LffiRARY MATERIALS 

Phase I 
Phase IT 
Phase ill 

library Operations 

Paper 
Computer 
Computer 

library Materials 

Paper 
Paper 

Computer 

brary materials.· Academic libraries do not 
have a monopoly on this role, because 
much of what is in demand is also avail
able in personal collections, bookshops, 
from personal contacts, and, indeed, from 
other sorts of libraries. Even if they do not 
have a monopoly, however, they clearly 
do have a major role. 

In addition to the customary difficulties 
in providing library service, we now face 
the radical change in the technology of li
brary materials, which leaves the future 
unclear. In this situation we need to think 
creatively and to be prepared to retreat to 
first principles. There is, however, as 
might be expected of a busy, service
oriented profession, a deeply rooted em
phasis, reflected in the professional litera
ture, on practical and technical matters
on means rather than on ends. Indeed, se
rious attention to ends, such as A. 
Broadfield' s Philosqphy of Librarianship is 
the rare exception. 5 

Similarly, works of a theoretical bent 
that seek to build better descriptions of li
brary phenomena are relatively scarce, es
pecially if one looks for conceptual under
standing as well as the description of 
surface phenomena such as circulation 
data and fashions in professional opinion. 

Nevertheless, there is currently a 
healthy awareness that major changes are 
likely and that there is, for example, some 
convergence between library services, 
computing services, and telecommunica
tions services. 

WHERE ARE WE GOING? 

Librarianship may be concerned with 
promoting "those profoundly human cre
ations: Beauty, truth, justice, and knowl
edge,'' but it is so in a fashion that is dou
bly indirect. 6 Rather than being concerned 
directly with beauty, truth, justice, and 
knowledge, we are concerned with texts 
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and images that are representations of 
some aspect of beauty, truth, and so on. 
Furthermore, we are, in practice, con
cerned less with the texts and images 
themselves than with physical objects that 
are text-bearing and image-bearing, for 
example, books, journals, manuscripts, 
and photographs. We deal with physical, 
text-bearing and image-bearing objects in 
vast quantities. Most of academic li
braries' operating budgets and space are 
devoted to the assembling of these collec
tions of objects rather than to their use. 7 

Any significant change, therefore, in the 
technology and logistics of text-bearing 
objects could have very profound conse
quences. 

The shift to computer-based library op
erations and, more especially, the advent 
of library materials in electronic form indi
cate the prospect of radical changes in the 
means of library service. Library materials 
in electronic form differ significantly from 
traditional media. In particular, electronic 
media, unlike paper and microform, can be 
used from a distance and can be used by more 
than one person at a time. The significance of 
these two differences is enormous. 8 

''Since library materials in electronic 
form lend themselves to remote ac
cess and shared use, the assembling 
of local collections becomes less im
portant.'' 

Technological trends indicate that the 
costs of computing, digital data storage, 
and telecommunications will continue to 
diminish. At least five major changes are 
indicated: 

1. Since library materials in electronic 
form lend themselves to remote access 
and shared use, the assembling of local 
collections becomes less important. Coor
dinated collection development and coop
erative, shared access to collections be
come more important. 

2. With materials on paper, having cop
ies stored locally is a necessary (though 
not a sufficient) condition for convenient 
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access. With electronic materials, local 
storage may be a desirable but no longer 
necessary condition. Therefore, a catalog 
defined as a guide to what is locally stored 
becomes progressively less complete as a 
guide to what is conveniently accessible. 
One might as well catalog books pub
lished in odd years but · not those pub
lished in even years. The answer is to shift 
from catalogs to union catalogs or linked 
catalogs, and to holdings data linked to 
bibliographies; this shift reverses our 
usual perspective on catalogs as biblio
graphic descriptions attached to a library's 
holdings records.9 Arguably, the present 
day catalog, online or on cards, is more a 
product of the limitations of nineteenth 
century library technology than of present 
day opportunities. 

3. Meanwhile, those to be served are 
changing their information-handling 
habits. Paper and pen are being supple
mented by desk-top workstations that are 
capable of drawing from a multiplicity of 
remote sources. This leads to an entirely 
different perspective, from a library
centered worldview to a user-centered 
view. 10 

4. These technological changes also in
vite reconsideration of the professional or
thodoxy of consolidating academic library 
services. The view that a multiplicity of 
branch and departmental libraries is inef
ficient might well change. Under different 
conditions, the decentralization of aca
demic library service might well be re
garded by administrators as well as by us
ers as an effective strategy. 11 

5. ·There is a blurring of boundaries. 
Differences between the media are dis
solving: Sound, images, and text are all in
creasingly digitized. The functions of the 
library, the computer center, and the tele
communications office are converging, 
overlapping, or, at least, becoming more 
closely related. 12 New patterns are evolv
ing in the relationships between libraries, 
publishers, and the information industry. 

And where, we should also ask, are our 
users going? Part of the answer is that 
those whom the libraries are funded to 
serve are making increasing use of the 
new information technology of computers 
and electronic storage, in addition to the 
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old information technology of pen, paper, 
and photocopier. The new tools provide 
powerful options for working with data, 
text, and images. As examples, consider 
the reduction in labor now required for the 
compilation of concordances, for complex 
simulations and calculations, for image 
enhancement, and for the analysis of large 
sets of data. There is, predictably, an in
creasing departure in information han
dling from the simple pattern of read, 
think, then write. 13 

OPPORTUNITIES 
AND PROBLEMS 

The good news is that new, different 
means for providing academic library ser
vice are becoming available in a manner 
unprecedented since the nineteenth cen
tury. But the rational choice of means de
pends on a clear sense of ends. 

We tend to refer to library users as 
"readers." Their need to read is the raison 
d' etre of libraries. But reading is much less 
centrally important to them. Reading is 
only a means to the more important ends 
of learning, discovering, and writing. 
Should we, perhaps, think of them not as 
readers but as learners, discoverers, and 
writers? H we did, would that change our 
perspectives on the ends and, therefore, 
on the choice of means in academic librari
anship? Would our concerns become 
more directly concerned with the use 
made of texts, images, and data? 

Academic librarianship today is better 
placed to cope with change than it was in 
the nineteenth century. Academic li
braries are now all staffed by profession
ally trained librarians. There is a large 
structure of journals, conferences, profes
sional associations, and schools of librari
anship available to facilitate discussion 
and change. 

The usual pressures remain, with the 
addition of some new ones and some new 
players-notably from the information in
dustry. We may want to stop the world 
and suspend service while we ponder 
these changes, but we cannot. 

GUIDELINES 

What guidelines might assist us in 
achieving a better understanding of the 

foundations of academic librarianship? 
Four emphases are suggested: 

1. Ends, means, and understanding. The 
most basic need is to keep distinctions be
tween ends, means, and theory in mind, 
even though given ends may themselves, 
in turn, be means to further, ultimate 
ends. Another view of these three ele
ments is to think in terms of the cultural val
ues of librarianship, the underlying criteria 
on which decision making concerning 
ends is based; library technology, the means 
at hand for providing library services; and 
library science, if we use that term in a spe
cialized, narrow sense to denote our un
derstanding of our concerns. 

These three elements change in differ
ent ways. 14 The values may vary with time 
and place, but they are, in reality, a reflec
tion of the cultural and political values of 
each particular situation. Library technol
ogy develops with time. Each new tech
nique or technology provides different op
portunities and different constraints. In 
general, "improved technology" means 
fewer or less awkward constraints. Li
brary science-our understanding of li
brary services, their use, and their 
context-also improves over time; but 
since we are concerned with cognition and 
other aspects of human behavior, prog
ress should be expected to be difficult and 
slow, except in the more narrowly techni
cal aspects. 

2. Theory. Theory in librarianship has 
had a hard time and has been hindered by 
two unreasonable practices. First, theory 
has, by tradition, been put in apposition, 
if not opposition, to practice. H we make 
the error of allowing theory and practice to 
be seen as a dichotomy, then, in a busy, 
practical world where there is much to be 
done, practice will be emphasized over 
theory. Second, the high prestige of the 
physical sciences in recent decades has re
sulted in the substitution of a restricted 
definition of theory as a strong hypothesis 
explicit enough for formal refutation by 
empirical data. 15 Since librarianship is not 
a physical science, it is not surprising that 
little ''theory'' in this inapproeriately re
stricted sense has been found. 6 

A sensible basis for progress is the use of 
a normal and more appropriate sense of 
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theory as the description of the nature of 
things. Changing the definition of theory 
does nothing to diminish the importance 
of honest, careful, rigorous, and construc
tive theorizing characterized by the active 
search for contradictory evidence, which 
is the hallmark of good research and good 
theory in all fields. 

3. Context. At most points, library ser
vices are intimately related to their con
text: users and their inquiries originate 
from the local situation; library materials 
are acquired externally; the demand for 
service is conditioned by the alternatives 
available in the environment; and the very 
provision of service, in general and in de
tail, is dominated by the social values of 
those responsible for allocating resources 
to and within the library. The mission is, 
or should be, strictly situational. An un
derstanding of libraries, therefore, neces
sarily implies an understanding of the 
context of libraries and of how services do 
and might relate to their complex and 
changing environment. 

4. Schools of librarianship. In 1939, when 
C&RL first appeared, the numbers, roles, 
and aspirations of schools of librarianship 
were much more limited than they are 
now. The Graduate Library School at the 
University of Chicago, for example, had 
high aspirations but faced serious difficul
ties. Gradually the schools have matured, 
not simply as library schools, but as aca
demic departments. There is scope, now, 
for a maturer partnership that goes well 
beyond the schools' role as kindergartens 
for prospective assistant librarians.17 

RELEVANT NEEDS 

What, then, are the relevant needs with 
respect to the foundations of academic li
brarianship? 

Firstly, the advent of novel, alternative 
means for service increases the need to 
think clearly about the ends of academic li
brary service. The ends may not change 
very much, but they are likely to need to 
be reinterpreted and reaffirmed at inter
vals in a changing world. In any case, re
sponsible selection of means depends on 
selection of ends. 

Secondly, the alternative means need to 
be explored aggressively, otherwise the 
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options will not be known. 
Thirdly, there is a continuing need tore

turn to basics in thinking about libraries in 
general and librarians in particular. Aca
demic library services have to do with sup
port for learning, both the study of what 
others have discovered and research to 
discover what is apparently not yet 
known. Yet the librarian's role is often 
very indirect. Rather than knowledge it
self, the librarian's concern is usually with 
representations of knowledge: texts and 
images. Furthermore, much of the time, 
the concern is not even directly with the 
texts themselves, but with text-bearing 
objects: books, journals, photographs, 
and databases-millions of them. Some
how we need to maintain our underlying 
concern with the generation and acquisi
tion of knowledge. The term information is 
itself both central and symbolic in its elu
sive ambiguity. Information can refer to 
potentially informative material, to perti
nent evidence. It can also refer to the pro
cess of becoming informed, of learning 
what one had not known. As librarians, 
we must concern ourselves with how indi
viduals use information (evidence) and 
also with how they become informed. 

11The new information technology is 
transforming the use of library mate
rials with computer-based tech
niques ·for identifying, locating, ac
cessing, transferring, analyzing, 
manipulating, comparing, and revis
ing texts, images, and data.'' 

The old information technology of pen, 
paper, and photocopier did not encourage 
much departure from library use as ''read, 
think, write.'' In contrast, the new infor
mation technology is transforming the use 
of library materials with computer-based 
techniques for identifying, locating, ac
cessing, transferring, analyzing, manipu
lating, comparing, and revising texts, im
ages, and data. A whole new dimension to 
the use of library services is emerging. 
What would do more for users, for the de-
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velopment of academic librarianship, and 
for rapport with users, than providing as
sistance and helping to solve problems in 
this area? As B. E. Moon has noted," it is 
apparent that librarians should be provid
ing a far wider range of services than ei
ther they or any other agents provide at · 
present. " 18 

· 

Fourthly, if one could, one might wish 
to postpone consideration of organiza
tional structures, since to impose assump
tions concerning organizational structure 
is to impose constraints. But in practice, 
the show must go on. 

SUMMARY 

Academic librarianship has two bases: 
the role of the library is to facilitate access 
to documents, and the mission of the li
brary is to support the mission of the aca
demic institution served. These two gen
eral statements need to be interpreted and 
clarified for each individual situation in or
der to provide proper foundations for aca-

demic library service. 
What constitutes the goals of service

the ends-is unlikely to change much. 
Nevertheless, the ends may need to be re
interpreted, reaffirmed, and clearly distin
guished from means. 

What constitutes good library service
the means-should change. New technol
ogy and learning from experience should 
generate new patterns. 

The late nineteenth century was a bril
liant and exciting period for academic li
brarianship. A century later, the first fifty 
years of C&RL appear to be a prologue to a 
new, brilliant, and exciting period, but if 
and only if our historic preoccupation 
with technique and with present crises 
can be complemented and moderated by 
attention to the foundations of academic 
librarianship. 

How well we play our part depends, in 
large measure, on how well we under
stand what we are about and the context 
in which we do it. 
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50th Anniversary Feature-

Information Technology 
and Libraries: 

Toward the Year 2000 
Susan K. Martin 

Some current trends will intensify and begin to make major changes in the way that libraries 
operate and the way that society uses information technologies in the next century. Among the 
trends are: more focus on user needs, with users accessing electronic information directly; an 
increasing tendency for information users to bypas~ the library; the obsolescence of first- and 
second-generation systems; a contention between optical products and online access; and a fo
cus in the United States on formulation of major information policies. Inherent in these are 
both challenges and opportunities for libraries. 

wise man once said, ''We 
should all be concerned about 
the future because we will have 
to spend the rest of our lives 

there."1 Of course, in an exercise of pre
diction, it doesn't really matter too much 
whether you are accurate or wrong about 
the future; by the time we all get there, no 
one will remember what you said, so you 
receive neither the credit for your wisdom 
nor the mockery for your folly. 

The year 2000 is now clearly within 
reach, and individuals and institutions of 
all kinds are using it as a benchmark on 
which to hang special celebrations, and 
special sets of predictions. This gives the 
occasion for some old predictions, whose 
authors sincerely wish everyone would 
forget, to reemerge. A recent issue of Life 
(February 1989) previews the world in 
2000 and beyond. Publishing that issue 
gave the editors the delight of recalling 
Thomas Watson's words in 1943, when 
the future chairman of IBM predicted a 
"world market for about five com
puters."2 

Forty-five years later, this author sat 
comfortably at home in front of an IBM-AT 

clone with 20 megabytes of storage, a color 
monitor, and an internal modem, key
boarding her words. In fact, libraries were 
already experienced users of data process
ing equipment and computers within 
twenty years after Watson spoke. Even 
earlier, Ralph Parker had created a circula
tion system for the University of Missouri
Columbia. 3 Librarians in the 1960s used 
second-generation hardware and soft
ware to create catalogs and circulation sys
tems. Where today's average PC has 640 
kilobytes of memory, the computers of the 
1960s had 8, or perhaps 12. 

Prognosticators cause us to vacillate 
back and forth, between feeling that 
change is rapid and has the characteristics 
described by Toffler' s Future Shock, and 
believing that change is more evolution
ary than revolutionary. 4 Under both sce
narios, much attention must be paid to the 
way in which our society deals with 
change. We know that change is difficult 
for most people; as librarians, we also 
know that we often lead our users into 
changes involving information technol
ogy. But we cannot lead them faster 
than they are ready and willing to go; 
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397 



398 College & Research Libraries 

if we try, we will lose them. 
What will information technology be 

like in the year 2000? Will some major hur
dles of today be overcome? If so, how ac
curate is the scene hypothesized by de
signer Philippe Starck: "We'll be able to 
transmit physical objects. The fax machine 
is the start. We won't have to move about 
any more. People will become like big 
brains connected to a global knowledge .. 
. . Since all communications will travel by 
satellite, those who own satellites will 
control the world. " 5 Farfetched? Maybe, 
in part, but we must increasingly consider 
those members of our society who work in 
their homes, either in their own busi
nesses or as telecommuters; there are 23 
million people in this category, and many 
of them are connected to the outside 
world by fax and satellite. 

LIBRARY TECHNOLOGY: THE 
MOVE FROM THE BACK ROOM 

TO PUBLIC SERVICES 

What are some of the analogous 
changes that have taken place in libraries? 
How is information technology likely to 
proceed in the future? In talking about au
tomation in our society, John Diebold de
fined three stages: (1) you automate what 
you have been doing manually; (2) you 
find that what you do changes; and (3) so
ciety changes in response to these forces. 6 

Is this farfetched? No. In fact, we areal
ready in the middle of the third stage. In 
the 1960s and 1970s, we automated what 
we had been doing manually. In the late 
1970s and this decade, what we have auto
mated has been changing the way our li
braries work. Quite recently, we have be
come part of a changing world of 
information technology in which the users 
of the information are beginning to access 
and use information differently than they 
did in the past. 

We are a bit worried about this. We are 
concerned that libraries may be left be
hind; that they may become museums; 
that users will find their information 
needs satisfied through the information 
marketplace and will not want or need to 
come to the library any more. In a sense, 
these worries are amusing. In the past, we 
worried that we would not reach this 
stage; many advocates of information 
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technologies and of libraries urged a more 
rapid adoption of technologies and 
warned that libraries were imitating in 
machine-readable form what they had 
been doing by typewriter or by hand.7 In 
fact, the use of technology in libraries has 
usually been somewhat ahead of most of 
the rest of the world. It is with a sudden 
shock that we are now able to look around 
us and see that the general populace is be
coming acquainted with many of the ar
cane and mysterious methods to which 
only we and a few others have been privy. 

FOCUS ON USER NEEDS 

Whether we want to or not, we are being 
brought into the twenty-first century. 
Some of us are kicking and screaming, 
some are welcoming the future and all it 
holds, and probably most of us are cau
tiously optimistic, with some caveats in 
very specific areas. 

The back-room technologies, as applied 
to libraries, need no further discussion. 
We know how to do it. We can catalog lo
cally or through networks, we can order 
and pay for materials online, we can check 
in serials and circulate books. To be sure, 
there are functions that have not yet been 
automated or that require improvement, 
but we know that this is just a matter of 
time, not of capability. 

Much more interesting and far more to 
the point is information technology as ap
plied to the user. After all, what are li
braries for? Librarians? Of course not. Li
brary collections and services are 
provided for the users, and the market 
that publishers and database services ad
dress is an intricate combination of users 
as filtered by library decision makers in 
their purchase of automated systems and 
databases. 

We began to look at information tech
nologies and their relationship to users 
when we started to evaluate online cata
logs and their "friendliness." Before that 
time, we had catalog and circulation prod
ucts; we did not, however, consider their 
impact on the user. The online search ser
vices were geared to the user, but the de
velopment of these systems was out of our 
hands; we merely made the decision 
whether to offer the service, and if so, 
whether to subsidize it. 
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''Library research, notoriously in
adequate in any case, has so far of
fered no assistance in the question of 
how best to provide information ser
vices to users in an age when infor
mation is being made available in an 
increasing number of formats, for 
differing costs and with different 
results." 

Library research, notoriously inade
quate in any case, has so far offered no as
sistance in the question of how best to pro
vide information services to users in an 
age when information is being made avail
able in an increasing number of formats, 
for differing costs and with differing 
results. Let me paint a verbal picture for 
you: 

Professor B., a member of the history de
partment faculty, sits at his PC, located in 
his departmental office and linked to the 
campuswide local area network (LAN), to 
consult the library catalog by scanning the 
holdings for definitive works in his area of 
interest. He finds that three items are on 
the shelf and sends a computer message to 
the library requesting that they be charged 
out and delivered to his office. Finding 
that a fourth item is already charged out to 
another user, he places a hold on it. He is 
disturbed to find that two desired books 
are not in the collection, so he files an or
der request with the acquisitions depart
ment. Another book is not in the local cat
alog, but he is able to switch his request to 
a national database, where he locates the 
item at Princeton. He then places an inter
library loan request. He also finds an arti
cle in a journal held by the University of 
Michigan and requests telefacsimile trans
mission of the article. Without setting foot 
in the library building, Professor B. has 
thus perused the holdings of dozens of li
braries, has made arrangements to secure 
desired material, and has received a copy 
of a pertinent article-all in a matter of 
minutes. Indeed, he continues by using 
the library's online system as a gateway to 
external full-text databases of interest to 
him. 

Most of that scenario comes from a doc
ument written in the early 1980s. That is 
why there is no mention of CD-ROM data
bases or networks and little mention of 
gateways and links to other systems. But 
otherwise, it is neither out of the realm of 
possibility nor obsolescent: it is just about 
where the technology, the providers, and 
the users are right now. Because monetary 
resources rather than technology are the 
restraining factor, most of the next decade 
will be spent in putting these pieces into 
full working order in the largest and most 
affluent libraries and in beginning to pro
vide such services in less wealthy environ
ments. Just that, however, is a major step 
forward, and one that finally begins to ad
dress what many have been calling for 
during the past two decades-libraries 
that are oriented to the future rather than 
to the past. 

In fact, it would be more precise to say 
that the goal is libraries that are oriented to 
both the past and the future. The collec
tions developed by libraries over the years 
are reflections of our culture; they cannot 
be swiftly put aside, and by no means is all 
information available electronically 
through some new information technol
ogy. Instead of putting aside one ap
proach to information and replacing it 
with another, libraries must add to their 
responsibilities by providing access to 
data in computer-readable form. This ap
proach places stress on the budget as well 
as on staff who must adjust by assuming 
new information roles. 

In addition to funding, implementors of 
information technologies must deal in
creasingly with a chaotic environment in 
which there are few standards and no 
clear guideposts toward the ''true'' future 
answer to present-day problems. 

PRODUCTS AND SERVICES 
THAT BYPASS THE LIBRARY 

Inevitably, there will be products, ser
vices, and access to information that by
pass the library. The minor panic we feel 
when we think about the future of infor
mation technology is really the fear men
tioned earlier, namely, that users will find 
information on their own, without relying 
on us; that publishers will aim directly at 
end users, bypassing us; and that we will 
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become museums rather than active infor
mation centers. 

Part of this fear is justified and should 
spur us to action; part of it is unreasona
ble. After all, it has always been possible 
for users to seek and find their own infor
mation, and publishers and purveyors of 
information have always had direct con
tact with their readers or users. Why are 
we afraid? Because in the age of informa
tion technology, we believe that someone 
might discover that libraries are unneces
sary. 

ABILITY TO OFFER 
TRADITIONAL AND 

INNOVATIVE SERVICES 

Often, the impression is that librarians 
are not willing to take up the challenge to 
become twenty-first-century information 
providers and servers. This impression 
stems in part from the fact that while 
many libraries have automated the back
room functions, relatively few seem to 
have begun to plan for a solid transition to 
an institution that could provide both the 
traditional and the innovative information 
service. 

The recent experience of Apple with its 
program called "Apple Library of Tomor
row,'' in which they awarded Macintosh 
systems to organizations that qualified 
with the best proposals, demonstrates 
that the popular impression is far from ac
curate. Apple expected to receive 250 or 
300 proposals; they received 1300 in com
petition for the twelve systems to be 
awarded. They were stunned by the num
bers, which reflected a large number of 
good, solid proposals and ideas. 

If this response is an indication of peo
ple's thinking and planning, then the fault 
in the system does not lie with lack of 
imagination or creativity among the librar
ians. 

FISCAL UNCERTAINTY 

Rather, it is a fiscal matter. The question 
is not one of replacing one type of service 
system with anothe.L', but instead of add
ing on to an already burdensome budget. 
Thus, libraries are finding it increasingly 
difficult to find resources to make the next 
leap, from the library-oriented informa-
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tion technologies to the user-oriented in
formation technologies. 

Typically, a library that is a user of a bib
liographic utility such as OCLC or RLIN, 
and has invested in its own local circula
tion system/ online catalog, will have 
asked its parent institution to devote un
usually high levels of funding toward 
these efforts. Some situations are made 
worse by a decision maker's belief that au
tomation would ultimately save money, a 
hope that can only be borne out in relative 
terms, not in absolute dollars spent. With 
a history of this kind of expenditure, li
brarians may be less than successful in 
persuading the powers that be to invest in 
the next major step toward full implemen
tation of information technology. 

The image of the library in the eyes of 
user and £under alike tends to be consis
tent: libraries are good, many people need 
them, ''our library'' should minimize its 
costs by taking advantage of as many 
resource-sharing programs as possible, 
and "my material" should be on the shelf 
whenever I need it. A persistent problem 
can be described by the statement that the 
library is everyone's second priority. Ev
eryone's first priority is his or her primary 
field of work. But if one assumes that accu
rate and up-to-date information is an in
creasingly important requirement for 
many professions and activities within 
twentieth century society, it stands to rea
son that the library or information service 
may well be everyone's most important 
support function-after the primary fund
ing needed to get the task done. 

In moving the library toward the 
twenty-first century, the librarian can and 
should be able to take advantage of the 
novelty and sparkle of the information 
technologies. Decision makers at the cor
porate level want their entire institution to 
be in the forefront, and if the new services 
proposed by the library are also desired by 
the users of the library, a significant bar
rier can drop. Where automation of cata
loging and circulation procedures can 
make a nonlibrarian' s eyes glaze over with 
boredom, the concepts surrounding the 
ability to use innovative technologies to 
access any kind of information located 
anywhere in the country or the world are 
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appealing to the visionary instincts of 
many institutional leaders. 

CHANGING SYSTEMS 

There are several technological issues 
that will loom large during the next dec
ade or two for libraries. One that has al
ready begun to be a problem for larger or
ganizations is the obsolescence of the 
library's "first" system. That is, circula
tion systems created in-house in the 
1960s, or turnkey systems purchased in 
the early 1970s, while both satisfactory 
performers, are no longer practical or eco
nomical for continued use. 

Industry's rule of thumb used to be that 
a computer system would last about seven 
years, or at least be amortized in that pe
riod of time. In fact, industry often 
changes systems much more frequently, 
taking a faster depreciation of the hard
ware and software. Also, in the last few 
years there have been such rapid changes 
that it is unclear if the old rule of thumb 
can be applied to the real world any 
longer. Particularly with the entrance of 
microcomputers and their generations of 
both hardware and software, bets seem to 
be off concerning the prediction of a sys
tem's lifetime. 

IJOnly during the past two or three 
years has much attention been paid to 
the need to change automated sys
tems and how to go about doing it." 

It was only in the 1970s that libraries in 
large numbers were able to participate in 
the computer revolution. Only during the 
past two or three years has much attention 
been paid to the need to change auto
mated systems and how to go about doing 
it. In libraries that developed their own 
systems, the changes and upgrades are 
fully within their control. Most librarians, 
however, bought turnkey systems from 
vendors, and many of these vendors have 
cleverly managed to persuade the libraries 
to upgrade over the years to more sophis
ticated hardware and software-at a price, 
but not a steep one-time cost. 

As not-for-profit institutions, Vbraries 
are woefully undercapitalized for coping 
with major change in the tools that they 
use. Computers are obviously no excep
tion; in fact, their existence and develop
mental path demonstrate the inadequacy 
of library budgets and boards to deal with 
the concept of continuing change. Change 
management is essential. The library ad
ministrator must not only make appropri
ate technical decisions, but also ensure 
that the library keeps on working as 
smoothly as possible, that staff are com
fortable with the change, and that users 
and members of the community have 
some understanding of what is taking 
place. 

SPECIFIC TECHNOLOGIES 

Specific areas of technological develop
ment will be of particular interest during 
the coming decade and into the twenty
first century. To repeat an earlier general
ization: the pace of change in information 
technologies is far faster than institutions 
and individuals can easily cope with; the 
changes are chaotic, with relatively little 
being truly standardized; the marketplace 
is offering more, newer, different prod
ucts every day, and buyers are purchasing 
whatever appeals to them, often without 
carefully thinking through the implica
tions of becoming involved with one kind 
of technology or another. 

To become involved with a specific tech
nology is to make a major commitment. 
Think about the PCs you have bought and 
then the decisions you made about word 
processors or database management sys
tems. You may be happy with your deci
sion, but the instant that decision was 
made you were locked into a situation that 
made it difficult or impossible for you to 
share information or move files easily. Os
tensibly there are programs that convert 
from one language, one set of control 
codes, to another; it is true, nonetheless, 
that these techniques rarely work as 
smoothly as advertised. 

The analogous problems with mainfra
mes and other kinds of technologies are 
only more difficult and expensive to deal 
with. Much of the next decade will be 
spent in implementing new and interest-
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ing applications and taking advantage of 
higher density storage and more telecom
munications. But simultaneously a great 
deal of time will be spent trying to sort out 
the problems that arise from a combina
tion of rapidly changing technology and 
marketplace-based systems. 

CD-ROM 

Obviously, CD-ROM is a current favor
ite in terms of developing technologies. 
Increasingly, information will be made 
available on some optical medium. How
ever, the process of assimilating this tech
nology into the range of document deliv
ery services is much slower than most ever 
thought. Remember that we began talking 
about the potential of optical disk in the 
mid to late 1970s. Only now, in the late 
1980s, are optical disk products available 
either on 12-inch optical disk or CD-ROM. 
Most of the products currently on the mar
ketplace are information-locating tools
indexes to periodical and other literature. 

Why hasn't the technology moved more 
rapidly? There are several primary rea
sons: 

1. Cost. Despite the fact that optical disk 
subscriptions may be more economical 
than online searching for many users, 
these subscriptions are still beyond the 
reach of most medium-sized libraries. 
Also, librarians cannot disregard the im
pact upon users, who may now be asked 
to pay in order to access a supplemental 
online database or to search an optical disk 
file and print out abstracts. 

2. Lack of standards. Until recently hard
ware manufacturers used differing stan
dards. Now the High Sierra standard 
seems to be making it easier for software 
publishers to deal with the equipment. 

3. Logistics. Possibly the most daunting 
issue for the future is logistics. Now li
braries are purchasing standalone dedi
cated computers, one for each CD-ROM 
subscription. It does not take long for the 
finances to become unwieldy, the refer
ence room to become overcrowded, and 
the patrons to become confused about the 
lack of interchangeability of workstations. 
The multiuser, multi-CD-ROM jukebox 
may present a partial solution. In the 
course of the next decade, however, on-
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line access and the associated telecommu
nications costs will once more put online 
electronic access in the forefront of infor
mation delivery. 

4. Content of disk. Even a five-inch CD
ROM contains more than 500 megabytes. 
This is a lot of information, and publishers 
are having some difficulty determining 
logical groupings of information to assem
ble on a disk. 

5. Graphics and color. Only now are 
graphics and color beginning to be avail
able. 

6. User readiness. Users are not yet ready 
to move from the printed page exclusively 
to electronic data. 

7. Validity. Articles solely in electronic 
form are not yet perceived as valid contri
butions in the publish-or-perish cycle; 
they may not have the same stringent 
scholarly review and they are not yet 
trusted by the scholars. 

8. Copyright. The Copyright Act of 1976 
did not address emerging information 
technologies. The library and publishing 
communities are attempting with only 
some degree of success to effect a compro
mise between the interests of the two 
groups. The copyright issue will become 
even more intense as full-text documents 
are increasingly available in electronic 
form. 

9. Physical restrictions. The need to place 
single-purpose terminals in public areas 
or to identify exactly what one wants in a 
jukebox system makes CD-ROM, while 
appealing in many ways, difficult to work 
with. Also, tests indicate that the lifetime 
of data on a CD-ROM disk may be at most 
ten years. 

Online 

Recent studies have been conducted, 
primarily in the United Kingdom, to as
sess the effectiveness of retrieving infor
mation online as opposed to searching 
other source tools. Surprisingly, research
ers are finding that of the various mecha
nisms available, hardcopy is the most suc
cessful tool, with online searching coming 
in a distant third or fourth. 8 For various 
reasons, there will be increasing use of 
electronic publishing of a wide variety of 
materials-although not the novel or even 
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necessarily the article that one wants to 
read straight through. CD-ROM' s current 
economic advantage will be found to be of 
limited applicability, and a combination of 
lower storage costs and better telecommu
nications structure will refocus our atten
tion on gateways, remote databases, and 
electronic publishing by the end of this 
decade. 

COPYRIGHT ISSUES 

That, of course, brings us to the issue of 
copyright, a question that is not even close 
to resolution. The current copyright law 
can be applied to electronic data, but it re
quires a juggling act to do it. Publishers
especially traditional print publishers
have determined that whatever is in the 
computer can be counted. Some pub
lishers are talking about charging for 
browsing, a scenario that librarians could 
not easily tolerate. One reasonable ap
proach is to assume that an electronic doc
ument belongs to the publisher. That pub
lisher can charge minimal royalty fees for 
access to the data on a screen; when the 
data are downloaded or otherwise taken 
as a separate physical copy, the user can 
then be charged, just as though the copy 
were purchased from a store. 

This issue will take a long time to sort it
self out. We will be dealing with questions 
of copyright and fairness, and fair use, 
well into the twenty-first century. 

"The problems of standards as they 
relate to computers apply with a 
vengeance in the area of telecommu
nications." 

TELECOMMUNICATIONS 
Standards 

The problems of standards as they relate 
to computers apply with a vengeance in 
the area of telecommunications. For exam
ple, with the Linked Systems Project the 
library community has been able to come 
to some agreement about what needs to be 
done and how it should be accomplished, 
and in fact has made major strides in 

achieving these goals. 
The problem arises when we wish to 

communicate, or network, with other 
pieces of the world. For example, the uni
versity library system really needs to be a 
part of the university's local area network 
and needs to be able to provide access for 
users to remote databases in their fields. 
However, most academic installations use 
a different telecommunications standard: 
TCP/IP. Now it is necessary to link an OSI 
system (as defined by the Linked Systems 
Project) with a TCP/IP system. Although 
academic computing centers will indicate 
that TCP/IP will be supplanted by OSI, 
there is no evidence of movement in that 
direction. The only reason for organiza
tions successfully running on TCP /IP to 
change is if there is some external force, 
usually in the form of regulations or 
money or both, to cause such a change. 

Gore Bill 

In the last session of Congress, Senator 
Gore introduced a bill in which he pro
posed to establish an information high
way system for the country, just as his fa
ther had introduced legislation for the 
interstate highway system. 

If Gore reintroduces his bill in the lOlst 
Congress and it passes, it stands a good 
chance of being one of the forces that 
would create standardization in telecom
munications. Gore envisions a nation
wide system that would allow researchers 
and educators to communicate using su
percomputers as large nodes and all other 
kinds of computers as lesser nodes on the 
network. As can be imagined, EDUCOM 
is very interested in this bill, wants to sup
port it, and has met with LC's Network 
Advisory Committee to state its position 
and attempt to draw support from the li-
brary field. . 

Except for the fact that the proposed 
costs are immense, the Gore bill could be a 
fascinating solution to the telecommuni
cations standards question. 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
LIBRARIES AND 

COMPUTER CENTERS 

One of the possible focuses of change in 
the next decade revolves around the rela-
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tionship between the library and the com
puting center. On the one hand, organiza
tions change slowly, especially universi
ties. On the other hand, there seems to be 
a moderate amount of movement toward 
the establishment of "information czar" 
positions, not only within universities but 
elsewhere. The business of information 
resource management is drawing much 
attention within the government. Infor
mation resource management pulls to
gether telecommunications, administra
tive records, computing, and almost 
everything one can think of in the way of 
information except libraries and archives. 
Some additional movement will occur in 
this area, but the inherent conservatism of 
large institutions will prevent wholesale 
change toward the merging of libraries 
and computing centers. In addition, li
brarians are beginning to learn that such a 
combination is not necessarily advanta
geous; in many instances they are making 
good cases to their administrations for re
maining separate. 

LOCAL SYSTEMS 
AND NETWORKS 

Clearly within our control is the library's 
use of local systems, and it is unlikely that 
there will be major surprises in the coming 
years. There are successful local inte
grated systems; there are local systems 
that have failed or are failing. We will con
tinue to be provided with a wide variety of 
choices of hardware, software, and all 
sizes and types of systems for all sizes and 
types of libraries. Local public access cata
logs may become the primary focus of CD
ROM production for libraries. The bottom 
line is that the primary functions that li
brarians wanted in a local integrated sys
tem have been provided in several differ
ent kinds of products. This means that the 
goal stated by Bill Axford at Florida Atlan
tic University 25 years ago has been 
reached!9 The task for the individual insti
tution is to determine its own needs, 
weigh the various products on the market, 
make its decision, and work within that 
structure. 

Within the next few years, however, the 
need to link local systems to other local 
systems, bibliographic utilities, and re-
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mote databases will become critical. The 
most valuable task that librarians can per
form is to ensure that the local systems 
they specify and purchase have the capa
bility of using OSI protocols to communi
cate outside the institution. At the present 
time, this goal generates lip service but 
very little action. Action, however, is 
needed, and librarians control the dollars 
that will finally cause vendors to produce 
the desired product. 

TELEFACSIMILE 

The surprise of the year has been telefac
simile. It is almost a matter of "now you 
don't see it, now you do.'' A few years ago 
the author purchased telefax machines for 
the libraries at Johns Hopkins University, 
only to find that there were relatively few 
institutions to communicate with. Even at 
Hopkins, people were not thrilled with 
the process or the output. 

A major change has occurred in just 
twelve or eighteen months. Many of us 
have become dependent on telefax; now 
we are routinely putting people's telefax 
numbers alongside their telephone num
bers. The technology is inexpensive, the 
process is much faster than it used to be, 
and the functionality of the more sophisti
cated fax machines is appealing. The 
group IV machines promise even more 
improvements. This is a simple case of 
combining several convenient technolo
gies to create an extremely useful product. 
What will the decade bring? Certainly the 
ability to copy from books without first 
photocopying the pages. Probably faster 
and better quality output, and more man
agement information. 

IMAGE OF THE LIBRARY 

One objective for librarians in the com
ing decade is to retain the image of moth
erhood and apple pie, but to add a modern 
and functional twist to ensure that poten
tial users become actual users, traditional 
users are not frightened away, and fun
ders perceive the value of the library's 
functions to their institutions. 

Using innovative information technol
ogy wisely and carefully is one way to 
meet this objective. As information tech
nologies become more widely available, li-

... 
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braries must adopt them. In no case can 
they replace the traditional functions of 
the library; the new information technolo
gies are an add-on costing more in time, 
staff, and equipment, but the value will be 
considerable. Otherwise, library users 
will spend those same dollars elsewhere, 
getting the same products but from a dif
ferent source. 

Librarians cannot become so carried 
away by information technologies that 
they are far ahead of their users. That is 
another good way to lose users. Librarians 
must remember the influence that chang
ing generations will have on library ser
vices. Right now, the adults in our li
braries grew up with books. Ten years 
from now, the adults will have grown up 
with computer games and computers in 
school labs. The entire environment and 
receptivity, and expectations, will have 
changed. We may remain the same, but 
our users will not. 

INFORMATION POLICIES 

The government is responsible, directly 
or indirectly, for many of the changes we 
see in our lives and in our institutions. The 
Paperwork Reduction Act, the Copyright 
Act of 1976, the Freedom of Information 
Act, the MARC format, communications 
regulations, and the General Agreement 
on Trade and Tariffs (GATT) are only a 

few of a vast and almost undecipherable 
set of information policies that make up 
our country's information policy. Within 
the next decade we will have either the 
reauthorization of LSCA or a new Library 
Improvement Act, the Gore bill, the 
reauthorization in some form of the Pa
perwork Reduction Act, reexamination of 
the Government Printing Office and its 
role, and unquestionably a rethinking of 
intellectual property issues. 

These represent mammoth policy is
sues. They are at once daunting, challeng
ing, and fun. Librarians should be in a 
good situation to look at them carefully 
and have a major impact in those areas 
that relate particularly to libraries, because 
it is expected that early in the 1990s there 
will be a second White House Conference 
on Library and Information Services (WH
CLIS). At the first WHCLIS, technology 
was discussed; at the second, we will be 
able to approach earlier issues with the 
wisdom gained through experience and to 
make a real difference for the future. All li
brarians should become participants in 
this process in which librarians and infor
mation professionals of the country put on 
a major conference for users, elected offi
cials, and taxpayers. Discussions held and 
decisions arrived at in that forum are likely 
to have a pervasive impact well into the 
twenty-first century. 
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50th Anniversary Feature-A C&RL Classic Reprint 

Whither Libraries? 
or, Wither Libraries 

F. Wilfrid Lancaster 
Tfze claim is made that society is evolving from one whose formal communication patterns 
have~ for centuries, been based primarily on print on paper to one in which communication 
channels will be largely paperless (electronic). Some reasons why this transition seems inevita
ble are discussed. A scenario for a paperless communication system is presented, and some 
technological achievements that lend credibility to this scenario are described. The profession is 
urged to give immediate and serious consideration to the role of the library in an electronic 
society. 

II 
he problems confronting li
braries, particularly research li
braries, have received much at
tention in the last few years. It 

has frequently been said that libraries face 
a "crisis." The causes of this crisis are al
ready identified. A typical academic li
brary, while doubling its expenditures in 
less than a decade, finds itself with a 
budget that buys proportionately less and 
less of the newly published literature, be
cause the cost of this literature and of per
sonnel to handle it are both increasing 
much faster than general indicators of in
flation in the economy. At the same time 
the literature continues its inexorable 
growth, and many libraries, despite being 
unable to "keep up" with this growth, 
face acute shortage of space. 

These problems have been addressed by 
many writers, some of whom have sug
gested what the library needs to do, now 
or in the future, in order to cope with 
them. The implications of escalating costs 
of periodical subscriptions, for example, 
are dealt with by Fry and White1 and, less 
thoroughly but more entertainingly, by 
De Gennaro. 2 The space problems are dis
cussed by Gore, 3 and Baumol and Marcus 

have provided a rather comprehensive 
analysis of the economics of academic li
braries, highlighting the labor-intensive 
nature of library activities.4 

Proffered solutions to these problems 
include increased sharing of resources 
through networking and other coopera
tive activities, deliberate curtailment of li
brary growth (the "zero growth" library}, 
more "scientific" approaches to the selec
tion and retirement of materials, and in
creased reliance on library automation. 

All these solutions assume that publica
tions, the raw materials with which li
braries deal, will continue to exist in much 
the same form in which they have ap
peared for the last five hundred years, i.e., 
as print on paper or as micrographic im
ages of print on paper. Library automation 
is seen only as the application of com
puters to the manipulation of machine
readable records for documents in print 
on paper form. In the librarian's view (see, 
for example, Josey5

}, the library of the fu
ture looks only cosmetically different from 
the library of the present. 

Salton, one of the most outspoken crit
ics of library operations and approaches to 
their automation, seeks a solution in the 

F. Wilfrid Lancaster is Professor, Graduate School of Library Science, University of Illinois at Urbana
Champaign. 
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form of a" self-reorganizing" library but is 
still preoccupied with the handling of doc
uments in print on paper form; only their 
representations are manipulated by com
puter. 6 Licklider is one of the very few 
writers to come close to a realistic vision of 
what the library of the future may really 
look like. 7 But Licklider has not been taken 
too seriously by the library profession. 

It is my belief that the prevalent view in 
the profession of the library of the future, 
and how this library will handle the prob
lems already besetting it, is myopic in the 
extreme. This view ignores the signifi
cance of many social, technological, and 
economic trends, quite evident in the 
world around us, that point unambi
gously to the fact that many types of publi
cation, perhaps the great majority, are 
highly unlikely to exist indefinitely in 
print on paper form. The National Science 
Foundation has stated the case rather 
clearly: 

The limits of what can be communicated by 
printing, mailing, storing, and retrieving pieces 
of paper may be at hand. Certainly, for any real 
improvement in the accessibility and useful
ness of information an alternative must be 
found. 8 

Whether we like it or not, society is 
evolving from one whose formal com
munication has, for centuries, been based 
almost exclusively on print on paper to 
one whose formal communication will be 
largely paperless (i.e., electronic). Why 
this evolution, which is a completely natu
ral process, appears inevitable, and what 
an electronic communication system may 
look like, will be discussed in the remain
der of this paper. 

PAPERLESSSYSTE~S 

Publications exist, presumably, as a 
means of transmitting messages from one 
individual (writer), or a few individuals, 
to a great many other individuals (read
ers). The message may consist of results or 
opinions based on scientific or humanistic 
research, industrial or commercial experi
ence, or some other facet of professional 
practice. Such messages are disseminated 
for their potential value as sources of in
formation. Other types of messages, such 
as poetry and novels, are presumably dis-

seminated for their potential value as 
sources of entertainment or inspiration. 

They are disseminated as documents in 
the form of print on paper because, for 
many types of message at least, there has 
been no other convenient way of reaching 
a wide audience. This situation is now 
changing. It is now possible to transmit 
messages in a completely electronic mode. 
The message is keyed at some on-line 
computer terminal and transmitted, prob
ably by regular telephone lines, to many 
other terminals at which it can be read. 
The message can be stored '' electroni
cally'' by the recipient, who can also do 
many other things to it (e.g., index it, add 
to it, annotate it, redistribute it) without in 
any way generating paper copy. 

In an electronic environment of this 
kind, paper does not need to exist at all. It 
seems highly probable that, in the future, 
the great majority of'' messages'' now cre
ated and distributed as print on paper will 
no longer be created and distributed in 
this form. Instead, they will be distributed 
electronically. This is likely to apply to all 
types of message now transmitted for 
their information content (but not neces
sarily those designed for entertainment), 
including indexing and abstracting ser
vices (which will undoubtedly be the first 
to disappear in printed form), handbooks, 
directories, technical reports, patents, 
standards, the science journal, and jour
nals in the social sciences and the humani
ties. 

The implications of this for libraries are 
obviously of the greatest significance. The 
library problem will no longer be one of in
adequate space. It may not even be one of 
inadequate financial resources. Rather, it 
is likely to be one of justification for exist
ence and simple survival. Will libraries be 
needed in an electronic world in which 
documents exist in machine-readable 
rather than printed form and any such 
document can be accessed by any individ
ual who can reach a terminal wherever 
that document happens to be stored? 

Before a document can be disseminated 
electronically, two requirements must be 
satisfied: (1) It must exist in a machine
readable form, and (2) the audience to 
whom it is directed must all have receiving 
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terminals readily accessible to them. 
Clearly, these requirements are not satis
fied at the present time, although it is very 
likely that they will be satisfied, for a wide 
range of documents and users, in the fu
ture. Moreover, the requirements are now 
beginning to be satisfied in some rather 
specialized applications. The most notable 
example is the defense/intelligence com
munity. A large part of the documentation 
of intelligence interest-perhaps in excess 
of 60 percent-is already transmitted 
''electrically'' through wire communica
tions devices. 

If the majority of the intended recipients 
have on-line terminals readily accessible 
to them, there is no need to generate pa
per copy at the point at which the message 
is received. Instead, the message can be 
disseminated to a user terminal, read 
there, put into an electronic file, redi
rected, or disposed of in some other way. 
In point of fact, the intelligence commu
nity in the United States is moving rapidly 
towards such paperless systems. Many 
components already exist. So do proto
type systems in which documents are gen
erated, transmitted, used, stored, in
dexed, and retransmitted in a completely 
paperless mode. 

The intelligence community is in an un
usually fortunate position in terms of the 
implementation of electronic systems of 
this kind. In addition, its need for such 
systems exceeds, perhaps, that of any 
other community: the volume of docu
ments disseminated is extremely large 
(several thousand each day), and these 
must be distributed and acted upon very 
rapidly. But there is no reason to suppose 
that paperless systems will be restricted to 
defense/intelligence applications. Indeed, 
it seems almost certain that they will 
emerge in virtually all fields of human en
deavor. 

Take, as an example, the publication 
system by which the results of scientific 
research and technological experience are 
formally transmitted. The health of this 
science communication system is of great 
importance to all of us. Economic, social, 
and industrial progress are all dependent 
on scientific discovery and technological 
invention. These, in turn, depend heavily 
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on the ability of the science community to 
assimilate the results of previous research, 
since modem science is a social activity in 
which progress is made through group 
endeavor and a process of gradual accre
tion, one group building on the work of 
another. 

But the results and interpretation of com
pleted research can only be assimilated by 
the science community if they are properly 
reported and the reports efficiently dissem
inated throughout the community. Au
thors, publishers, librarians, information 
scientists, indexers, abstractors, and many 
other individuals all play very important 
roles in this communication cycle. A break
down in the cycle could have very serious 
consequences. Science itself would stag
nate if its own achievements were no 
longer reported, disseminated, and assimi
lated in an efficient manner. 

I believe that the formal science com
munication system, still heavily depen
dent on a science journal that has changed 
relatively little in 300 years, is already 
showing signs of breaking down. Some 
channels are almost closed. Others are be
ginning to close. As long as we continue to 
disseminate the results of science research 
as print on paper, the situation will inevi
tably deteriorate further. These results are 
becoming increasingly less accessible to 
that part of the population that relies on 
the printed word. There is no long-term 
solution to this problem through publica
tion and distribution of information in 
print on paper form. 

PRESENT PROBLEMS 
IN SCIENCE COMMUNICATION 

Why do I feel it necessary to paint such a 
gloomy picture? There are now many 
problems involved in the use of the litera
ture of science and technology, especially 
in the "current awareness" aspect of its 
use. One obvious problem is simply that 
of growth. As the field of science and tech
nology itself grows, there are more re
search results and practical experiences to 
be reported. The literature grows, then, in 
step with scientific and technical growth 
and at a very rapid pace. 

This "information explosion" really has 
two dimensions. This can be seen if we 
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consider the distribution of documents as 
essentially a packaging problem. The di
mensions of growth then become: (1) 
growth in the number of packages and (2) 
growth in the size of the packages. 

Growth in the number of packages is 
well exemplified by the growth in the 
number of published journals in science 
and technology. Best available estimates 
indicate that there are now about 50,000 
journals in scientific and technical areas 
published throughout the world and that 
this number is steadily increasing at a 
compound rate in the range of 2 to 4 per
cent a year (the rate of growth has not 
been established precisely to everyone's 
satisfaction). 

If this were the only dimension of 
growth, the problems created would be 
less serious than they actually are. But the 
size of the packages, as well as their num
ber, is increasing. That is, each journal 
tends to increase in size as more papers 
are written and submitted for publication. 
For example, Sandoval et. al. have re
ported that Biochimica et Biophysica Acta 
has been growing at an approximately log
arithmic rate since its foundation in 1947. 
This journal now doubles in size about 
every 4.6 years.9 

Besides growth in number and size of 
· journals, of course, we have growth in 

numbers of technical reports, patents, dis
sertations, films, videotapes, and other 
documentary forms. This growth in the 
volume of literature published creates 
great problems for anyone who wants to 
keep up to date in any field of specializa
tion. The problem is simply this: The liter
ature of the field grows rapidly, but the 
time that any individual has to read it re
mains more or less the same. A hypotheti
cal scientist spends 10 percent of the work
ing day in "keeping up with the 
literature,'' and this proportion is the 
same in 1976 asitwasin 1966. Yet, twice as 
much is published in 1976 as was pub
lished in 1966. Thus the scientist must ei
ther fall further and further behind in cur
rent awareness activities or must improve 
efficiency by using better methods of sur
veying the literature. 

Since secondary publications are guides 
to and synopses of the primary literature, 

it is obvious that these too must increase at 
approximately the same rate as the pri
mary literature. Once more, we have in
creases in the number of secondary publi
cations as well as increases in the size of 
these publications. It has been estimated 
by Ashworth that there are about 3,500 
such publications in existence in the world 
and that about 1,500 of these are in scien
tific and technical fields. 10 The "internal 
growth" of secondary publications was 
demonstrated by Ashworth in the follow
ing remarkable data on the number of 
years it took Chemical Abstracts to publish 
successive millions of abstracts: 

First million 
Second million 
Third million 
Fourth million 
Fifth million 

32 years (1907 -38) 
18 years 
8 years 
4.75 years 
3.3 years 

Clearly, if the primary literature of 
chemistry continues its pattern of expo
nential growth and if Chemical Abstracts 
continues to attempt to keep up with this 
growth, we are rapidly approaching a 
time at which Chemical Abstracts must pub
lish a million abstracts in a single year. 

A problem closely related to the growth 
of the literature is the dispersion or scatter of 
the literature. The more a particular sub
field of science grows the more dispersed 
the literature is likely to be. In a typical 
field of research, all the papers published 
are likely to be scattered among a great 
number of journals, although quite a high 
proportion may actually appear in a rela
tively small number of "key" journals in 
the field. 

To take a hypothetical case, there may 
be 375 papers published in a particular 
subject area in a single year. These are 
widely scattered over 155 journals. A 
small number of journals, only five in fact, 
contribute about a third of all the papers, 
and as few as thirty journals may contrib
ute two-thirds of all the papers, but the fi
nal third is distributed over as many as 125 
journals. 

A hypothetical scientist who routinely 
scans five journals in his or her field of 
specialization, if lucky enough to choose 
the most productive five, might cover as 
much as one-third of the published pa-
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pers. The scientist would need to rou
tinely scan very many more journals
about thirty in this example-to increase 
coverage to two-thirds of the published lit
erature and could do this only if fortunate 
enough to scan the most productive thirty 
journals. Very few scientists scan this 
many journals. In fact, a typical scientist is 
likely to scan only five or six regularly. 

The only way to keep up to date effec
tively, then, is by scanning secondary 
publications or, better yet, participating in 
a current awareness service in which a 
computer is used to search this secondary 
literature. It is no longer possible to keep 
well informed simply by scanning a small 
sample of the primary literature. Even 
through the use of secondary services sci
entists are unlikely to discover every pa
per of potential relevance to their inter
ests, but they might be able to push their 
coverage up to, say, 90 percent, which is a 
great improvement on what one could ex
pect to achieve by scanning only the pri
mary literature. 

Another problem is that there are quite 
substantial delays involved in the publica
tion of primary and secondary literature. 
There may be a delay of several months, 
and perhaps more than a year, from the 
time a paper is submitted for publication 
to the time it actually appears in print. 
There will also be some delay from the 
time a research project is completed to the 
time a paper describing the project is sub
mitted for publication. Thus the paper 
published in the science journal is likely to 
report research completed many months 
earlier. 

As more papers are written and submit
ted for publication, publication "back
logs" develop and greater delays occur 
because many papers are competing for 
the limited publication space available. 
Roistacher, for example, quotes the case of 
the journal Sociometry, which in 1974 re
ceived 550 manuscripts for review but had 
space to publish only 39 of them. 11 As pub
lishing space becomes increasingly scarce, 
because publishers restrict growth in an 
effort to contain price increases, publica
tion delays increase. 

It is a delusion to regard the science jour
nal as a reflection of current science re-
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search. Indeed, it is more archival than 
current, reporting research concluded 
many months ago and perhaps begun 
years earlier. Information from this re
search has long ago been disseminated to 
those well integrated socially within the 
science community. Professionals who 
want to keep at the forefront of their fields 
cannot rely on the science journal alone 
but must also use other types of docu
ments (e.g., technical reports) and, more 
importantly, turn to informal channels of 
communication. 

The final problem that should be men
tioned is that of cost. The publication pro
cess is a very expensive one, and publica
tion costs have been increasing extremely 
rapidly because of increasing costs of la
bor, materials, and physical plant. The 
cost of publications to the buyer must also 
increase to keep pace with these inflation
ary elements in production. The problem 
is particularly severe in that not only are 
production costs increasing but the 
amount to be published is also increasing. 
Publication costs would increase even if 
the amount published remained the same. 
But when the amount published and pro
duction costs both increase, the resulting 
price increases to the buyer become very 
serious. 

The most severe price increases have af
fected the secondary publications. Some 
of these have experienced price increases 
of 850 percent in a ten-year period. In 1940 
Chemical Abstracts could be purchased for 
only $12 a year. In 1976 it cost $3,500 to 
subscribe to this publication! The primary 
literature of science has also experienced 
great price increases. The average sub
scription price for a chemistry or physics 
journal in the United States, fo~ example, 
went up from $18.42 in 1965 to $65.57 in 
1975, and further substantial increases are 
forecast. De Gennaro mentions the case of 
Inorganica Chimica Acta, which was avail
able to libraries at an annual subscription 
of $26 in 1970 but cost $235 in 1975, a stag
gering increase of 804 percent. u 

The implications of these price increases 
are obvious. The cost of some science pub
lications increased several hundred per
cent in a period in which the rate of infla
tion in the economy (as measured, for 
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example, by the Wholesale Price Index) 
was only 60 percent. Psychological Ab
stracts, to take but one example, increased 
in price from $20 in 1963 to $190 in 1973. 
The accessibility of this publication is thus 
greatly reduced unless the average salary 
of a psychologist increased by a compara
ble 850 percent in the same period, which 
is clearly not the case. The trend is unam
biguous. The secondary publications of 
science have, to a very large extent, priced 
themselves beyond the pocket of the indi
vidual scientist. They have become avail
able only in libraries. 

But the greatly increasing costs of at 
least some of these services are putting 
them beyond the reach of the smaller insti
tutions. Thus they become available only 
in the larger, wealthier institutions. The 
same fate ~sin store for the science journal. 
The ratio of institutional to individual sub
scribers is changing, slowly but surely, in 
favor of the former. Baumol and Ordover 
point out that "a growing proportion of 
scientific journals have virtually no indi
vidual subscribers but are sold almost ex
clusively to libraries,"13 and De Gennaro 
claims that ''many commercial publishers 
have lost interest in personal subscribers 
and no longer quote rates for them in their 
advertising copy. ''14 

The primary literature of science will 
soon be accessible only in libraries; later, 
the more expensive journals will be acces
sible only in the larger libraries. If scien
tific publication continues in its present 
form, it seems inevitable that primary 
journal subscriptions will continue to 
move to the institutional subscriber, while 
the major secondary services will move in
creasingly out of the reach of the smaller 
or less wealthy libraries. The general ac
cessibility of the literature declines as a 
result. 

The fact that the cost of science publica
tions is increasing at a much faster rate 
than general indicators of inflation in the 
economy is very largely due to the fact that 
the printing and publishing industry is 
still very labor-intensive and, unlike many 
other industries, has not been able to in
crease its productivity substantially 
through automation. The industry lags far 
behind most others in this respect. This is 

evident from an examination of the Indus
trial Production Index. Between 1967 and 
1974, U.S. industry as a whole increased 
its productivity by some 24.8 percent. The 
rubber and plastics industry increased its 
productivity by 64.4 percent. But produc
tivity in the printing and publishing in
dustry grew only 12.3 percent in this same 
period. 

Libraries, as suggested earlier, find 
themselves in an unusually adverse situa
tion in this economic picture. Libraries 
constitute a labor-intensive industry that 
is dependent for its raw materials on an
other labor intensive industry. This causes 
the problems identified earlier: budgets 
growing rapidly but dwindling in pur
chasing power relative to total expendi
tures. Thus figures prepared by Dunn et 
al. indicate that the mean expenditures of 
fifty-eight major research libraries in
creased 103 percent between 1965 and 
1972.15 In this same period, mean expendi
tures for materials and binding increased 
only 78 percent, and these libraries were 
adding only 35 percent more volumes in 
1972 than they were in 1965. As Baumol 
and Marcus have shown, the cost of oper
ating libraries increases rapidly even in a 
period of comparative stability in the 
economy as a whole. 16 

The only long-term solution to all these 
problems appears to lie in a greatly in
creased level of automation in the com
plete system through which the results of 
research (in science, the social sciences, 
technology, the humanities) are dissemi
nated, stored, retrieved, and used. In 
other words, the only solution, in these 
fields as in the intelligence field, lies in 
completely paperless (i.e., electronic) in
formation systems. 

THE ACHIEVEMENTS 
OF AUTOMATION 

Considerable improvements in access to 
sources of scientific, technical, and other 
information have already occurred 
through automation. The two major de
velopments have been the rather phe
nomenal growth of machine-readable 
data bases and the equally impressive 
spread of on-line systems to make these 
accessible. It is reasonable to accept the 
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MEDLARS data base of the National Li
brary of Medicine, dating from 1964, as 
the first such data base to be widely used 
in the provision of information services. It 
is now estimated that there are in excess of 
500 data bases or data banks used rou
tinely in the provision of various types of 
information service, and more and more 
of these are becoming readily accessible 
on-line. 

MEDLARS provides a good illustration 
of the increasing accessibility of informa
tion sources through automation. In 1965, 
when the MEDLARS retrospective search 
service was just beginning, virtually all of 
the expertise in searching this data base 
was concentrated in a handful of search 
analysts on the staff of NLM itself, and the 
volume of searches that could be con
ducted in the United States was severely 
limited, perhaps to something on the or
der of 3,000 a year. 

When the MEDLARS off-line network 
was fully developed at the end of the de
cade, the situation had considerably im
proved. Through the establishment of a 
network of regional MEDLARS centers 
and through the training of information 
specialists on the staffs of these centers, 
the number of qualified MEDLARS ana
lysts increased considerably, to perhaps 
fifty active searchers, and the number of 
searches handled in the United States rose 
to about 20,000 a year. 

The move to on-line processing, in the 
1970s, caused a further dramatic improve
ment in the situation. In 1975 there were 
about 300 MEDLINE centers operating in 
the United States, the number of trained 
searchers had increased to perhaps 500, 
and the number of searches conducted 
had grown to about 20,000 each month in 
the United States alone, with many addi
tional searches occurring elsewhere in the 
world. 

The cost of access to information sources 
on-line has also declined dramatically. In 
1970, when I began to demonstrate on-line 
search capability at the University of illi
nois, the cost of a one-hour demonstration 
was estimated to be about $50, of which 
about $3 was actual computer time and the 
remainder was communications costs (a 
regular telephone call to California). Now, 
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through TELENET, the data communica
tion network operated by the Telenet 
Communications Corporation, the same 
demonstration can be conducted at a total 
communication cost of $3. 

In 1977 Bibliographic Retrieval Services 
was quoting on-line connect costs as low 
as $10 per hour for high-volume users 
(about eighty hours per month). For use of 
data bases for which no royalties are 
charged, these rates bring the cost of an 
average on-line search down to something 
in the neighborhood of $2.50 to $3.50, ex
clusive of terminal rental or purchase costs 
(minimal when amortized over many 
searches), the time of the searcher, and 
cost of printing citations off-line. Even 
with a royalty charge of $15 per connect 
hour, the total on-line costs for a search 
could be as low as $5.75 to $8.50. 

On-line access to many data bases is al
ready cheaper than the purchase of 
printed access. It costs $3,500 a year in 
subscription alone, ignoring storage and 
handling costs, to make Chemical Abstracts 
accessible on library shelves. But an on
line search of this data base might be con
ducted, through Bibliographic Retrieval 
Services, for $10 or less and is likely to be 
much more effective than a search of the 
printed tool. A library would need to do 
350 searches a year in Chemical Abstracts to 
bring the per-search cost of data base ac
cess in printed form down to the per
search cost of access on-line. 

Machine-readable data bases and on
line technology change the entire eco
nomics of access to information sources. 
Purchase of access to a data base in printed 
form requires a capital outlay in subscrip
tion, in storage, and in handling costs. 
This investment can only be justified if the 
annual volume of use of the data base is 
sufficient to bring the cost per use down to 
a reasonable level. But on-line services 
make data bases accessible in an on
demand, "pay as you go" mode, and 
their costs are much less dependent on 
volume of use. In fact, they make data 
bases readily accessible to libraries that 
could not afford to purchase access to the 
printed equivalents. 

In summary, the growth of machine
readable data bases, and of on-line access 
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to these, has had the effect of: improving 
the availability of information sources, 
drastically reducing geographic distance 
as a barrier to communication, making in
formation sources as readily accessible in a 
small community as they are in a major 
city, and significantly reducing the cost of 
access to these resources. 

It would be true to say, in fact, that the 
electronic accessibility of information re
sources is improving as rapidly as the ac
cessibility of printed sources is declining 
and that the cost of electronic access is fall
ing as rapidly as the cost of printed access 
is climbing. Moreover, and this is the most 
important point, cost and accessibility 
through electronics will continue to im
prove, while cost and accessibility 
through print on paper can only get worse 
and worse. 

A SCENARIO 
FOR THE FUTURE 

Significant achievements in automation 
have occurred, then, in the publication of 
secondary services, in the resulting 
growth of machine-readable data bases, 
and in the rapid increase in information 
services derived from these data bases. 
Other achievements, although less im
pressive, have occurred in the automation 
of acquisitions, cataloging, circulation, 
and other library activities. 

Automation has so far had much less 
impact on primary publication and almost 
no impact on the distribution and use of 
primary literature. Yet, major improve
ments in the dissemination and exploita
tion of information will only come when 
the entire communication cycle-from the 
composition of a document to its distribu
tion and use-is automated. In other 
words, these major improvements de
pend on the emergence of completely pa
perless information systems. I believe that 
such systems will emerge; indeed, they 
are inevitable. What, then, is a science 
communication system likely to look like 
in, say, the year 2000? 

There are, of course, some basic as
sumptions underlying any discussion of a 
paperless future. These assumptions are 
that computers will continue to increase in 
power and decline in cost, that methods of 

data transmission will become more effi
cient and less costly, that new storage de
vices will make it economically feasible to 
hold extremely large volumes of text in a 
readily accessible form, and, most impor
tant of all, that computer terminals will be 
reduced in price to a point at which every 
scientist will have such a device in the of
fice and, very likely, in the home. All of 
these developments, which seem highly 
probable, will produce the communica
tion "structure" that will permit the sub
stitution of the electronic medium for 
many of the activities and institutions that 
we now take for granted as operating 
largely on the basis of print on paper. 

The scientist of the future will use a ter- . 
minal in many different ways: to receive 
text, to transmit text, to compose text, to 
search for text, to seek the answers to fac
tual questions, to build information files, 
and to converse with colleagues. The ter
minal on the desk will provide a single 
point of entry to a wide range of capabili
ties that will substitute, wholly or in part, 
for many activities that are now handled 
in different ways: the writing of letters, 
the receipt of mail, the composition and 
distribution of research reports, the re
ceipt of science journals, the collection of 
documents into personal files, the search
ing of library catalogs and printed in
dexes, the searching of handbooks of sci
entific data, visits to libraries and other 
information centers, and even certain 
types of professional ''conversations'' 
now conducted through the telephone or 
face-to-face encounter. In brief, the scien
tist (or, indeed, other professional) will 
use some form of on-line terminal to com
pose text, transmit text, receive text, con
duct searches for data or for text relevant 
to a particular research problem, and build 
personal information files. 

We can reasonably assume that the sci
entists will use a terminal as a type of elec
tronic notebook in which details and ob
servations on ongoing research are 
recorded. These informal notes, recording 
background to the study, equipment and 

· methodology used, results achieved, and 
interpretation of these results, can be en
tered at any time into a designated '' ongo
ing project file.'' It is from these informal 
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notes that the scientist will construct re
search reports. 

The reports themselves, both those that 
must be submitted regularly to a sponsor
ing agency and those to be made more 
widely known through some more formal 
publication process, will be written at the 
terminal. In the process of composition, 
the author will, of course, draw from the 
notes in the electronic notebook. Some 
rather sophisticated text editing programs 
will make it very simple to make altera
tions in the text-transposition of senten
ces or paragraphs, deletions and correc
tions, and even the wholesale substitution 
of one word for another throughout the 
report. In addition, there will be available 
various on-line reference tools, including 
dictionaries and data banks of various 
kinds, which will make the task of accu
rate reporting so much easier. Presum
ably, too, the author will have the capabil
ity of electronically copying into a report 
any quotations, tables, or bibliographic 
references to be drawn from reports al
ready accessible in machine-readable files. 
In an electronic environment, the prob
lems of checking bibliographic references 
will be an order of magnitude more simple 
than is true at present. 

When reasona~ly satisfied with what 
has been written, a scientist may decide to 
have the report reviewed, in an informal 
way, by some professional colleagues. 
The scientist will submit the draft to these 
colleagues, within his or her own institu
tion or far beyond it, electronically. This 
may mean that the text is copied from 
one's personal files (which no one else 
may access) into some controlled access 
file. A message, addressed to those col
leagues who are to review the report, is 
put into the communication system. The 
message asks these individuals if they 
would examine the draft and gives the in
formation (including a password) that will 
allow them to access the text. When one of 
these scientists next goes into a "mail 
scan" mode at a terminal (which could 
conceivably be seconds after the message 
is entered), that person will see themes
sage and, when ready to do so, call up the 
text for examination. The comments of the 
reviewers are transmitted to the author in 
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the same way. 
The author, of course, may choose to 

modify the report on the basis of the com
ments received. When it reaches its final 
form, the report may be transmitted elec
tronically to its final destination. This may 
be the files of a sponsoring agency, or it 
may be the publisher of some electronic 
journal. 

I suggest that the publication of primary 
literature in the year 2000 may in fact be a 
more or less direct electronic analog of the 
present system. Descriptions of ongoing 
research projects will get into on-line files 
similar to those now maintained by the 
Smithsonian Science Information Ex
change. Patents will be stored in machine
readable patent files, dissertations in dis
sertation files, standards in standards 
files, and so on. Unrefereed technical re
ports would be accessible through data 
bases maintained by government agencies 
and other sponsors of research. 

Science "journals" would continue to 
be published by professional societies and 
commercial enterprises. By this I mean 
that these organizations would build 
machine-readable data bases, in special 
subject areas, that would be roughly com
parable to the present packaging of arti
cles into printed journals. 

Thus I can visualize the existence of an 
applied physics file, maintained by the 
American Institute of Physics; a heat 
transfer file, maintained by the American 
Society of Mechanical Engineers; and so 
on. Refereeing would continue, but all 
communication among referees, authors, 
and editors would take place electroni
cally. The allocation of reports to referees 
could be handled more efficiently through 
on-line directories of referees, through au
tomatic scheduling and follow-up proce
dures, and perhaps through some profile
matching algorithm, which allocates each 
report to those available referees whose 
interests and experience coincide 'most 
closely with the scope of a particular arti
cle. Acceptance of an article into a public 
data base implies that the article has satis
fied the scientific review process and re
ceived the "endorsement" of the pub
lisher. 

In the electronic world, however, space 
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considerations are less likely to be a major 
constraint on how much is accepted for 
publication. This may mean that more ar
ticles can be accepted by the first source to 
which they are submitted, resulting in 
greatly reduced delays in making research 
results widely accessible. It may also mean 
that acceptance for publication need no 
longer involve a binary decision. Instead, 
as Roistacher suggests, the refereeing pro
cess may lead to the allocation of some 
type of numerical score to a paper, the 
score reflecting the judgment of the ref
erees on the value of the contribution. 17 

Every article having a score above some 
pre-set value would be accepted into the 
data base, the score being carried along 
with the article. Even the articles falling 
below the required value might, with the 
permission of the authors, be accepted 
into a second-level data base. 

Once the articles become accessible to 
the scientific community at large, a form of 
"public refereeing" becomes possible. 
The system itself can record the degree of 
use that a particular item receives, readers 
can assign their own weights to an article, 
using some standard scale, and they can 
place their comments (anonymous or 
signed) into a public comment file, with 
comments linked to the identifying num
bers of articles. The electronic system, 
then, may allow an author, whose contri
bution received a low initial rating from 
the referees, to be "vindicated" by there
action of the wider community of scien
tists. 

The processes by which an article is sub
mitted, reviewed, and accepted for publi
cation may not, then, be radically different 
in the year 2000 than they are in 1977. It 
seems more likely, however, that a paper
less system may force rather sweeping 
changes in the way the science literature is 
distributed and paid for. It would cer
tainly seem undesirable if the distribution 
procedures of the electronic system are 
more or less direct equivalents of the 
present situation. 

If a scientist is expected to subscribe for 
the privilege of accessing one or two data 
bases, a major defect of the present 
system-the rather inefficient way in 
which reports of science research are 

packaged-would simply be perpetuated. 
Obviously preferable would be some im
mense SDI service through which scien
tists are automatically notified of any new 
report, added to any accessible data base, 
that matches a stored profile of their inter
ests. They could then use a terminal to ac
cess the full text of any item brought to 
their attention by the SDI service that they 
wish to pursue further. 

The implementation of a global SDI ser
vice of this kind is technologically feasible 
right now, but it raises major questions re
lating to organization, administration, 
and division of responsibility. How many 
SDI services should exist in the electronic 
environment, and who should manage 
and maintain them? It would certainly 
seem inefficient if each publisher of pri
mary data bases must maintain its own 
SDI program. Perhaps this function 
would become a prime responsibility of 
the present publishers of secondary ser
vices. Thus we might expect to see the 
emergence of national and international 
on-line SDI services, based upon 
discipline-oriented and mission-oriented 
secondary data bases. 

Individual users would be billed for the 
amount of SDI service they receive, the 
great size of the population served bring
ing the cost per individual down to a fig
ure that could become rather insignificant. 
The SDI services used would bring the sci
entists citations, and perhaps abstracts, of 
new literature (from all types of sources) 
matching their interest profiles. For each 
item brought to their attention in this way, 
the system will be able to provide, on re
quest, an indication of how they can ac
cess the full text and how much it will cost 
to access it. A scientist who chooses to ac
cess the complete text of any item, which 
would be maintained in the files of a pri
mary publisher, must presumably pay for 
the privilege of doing so. The paperless 
communication system is likely to be 
much more a "pay as you go" one, with 
individuals paying for just as much as 
they choose to use rather than subscribing 
to conventional journal packages, a large 
part of the contents of which may not be 
directly relevant to their interests. 

The secondary publisher would pre-
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sumably continue to be involved in the in
dexing and abstracting of the primary lit
erature, although most of the abstracts 
would simply be those provided by au
thors and primary publishers. All index
ing, of course, will be carried out on-line. 

The "scope" of a secondary data base, 
however, would no longer be defined in 
terms of a list of journals (or other sources) 
covered. Instead, I foresee the need for 
various levels of SDI within the communi
cation system. The interest profiles (gi
gantic ones) of the secondary publishers 
would be matched against updates of pri
mary data bases so that items of potential 
interest would be disseminated to these 
secondary services rapidly and automati
cally. 

The customers of the secondary pub
lishers, and/or of information centers, 
would in tum have their interest profiles 
matched regularly against the data bases 
of these institutions. This, of course, is 
just one possible "model" for a dissemi
nation system of the future. The model 
may seem a rather radical departure from 
the ways in which primary publishers, 
secondary publishers, and information 
centers now operate. But, if we are indeed 
moving into an electronic age, such radical 
departures from tradition are almost inev
itable. 

Scientists, then, can have their interest 
profiles matched regularly against one or 
more SDI services operated by secondary 
publishers or by some form of information 
center. These services, to which they or 
their institutions subscribe, will draw 
their attention continuously to new litera
ture of all types-research reports, journal 
articles, dissertations, patents, standards, 
regulations-corresponding to their cur
rent professional interests. I use the term 
"continuously" deliberately, because I 
view this as an operation in which the sci
entist can reasonably expect to get a few 
things each day in the mail, rather than re
ceiving a much larger output at weekly or 
monthly intervals. 

Any item for which there is no use can 
be disposed of immediately simply by de
pressing an appropriate key. Items that 
appear to be of some interest can be pur
sued at once. Alternatively, the scientist 
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may choose to read off the bibliographic 
data into his or her own private electronic 
files for later action. An item viewed in its 
entirety can also be placed into private 
files in much the same way that an article 
may be photocopied and placed in the pa
per files of an individual. 

In the electronic world, the machine
readable file of resources replaces the pa
per file. But in the private electronic file an 
item can be indexed in any way, and with 
as many access points, that the user 
wishes. The paperless personal file will 
have infinitely greater search capabilities 
than the paper files it replaces, and it will 
occupy virtually no space (since, concep
tually at least, a report need exist physi
cally in only one file, its 11 existence'' in 
other files being achieved through the use 
of pointers to master files of primary text). 

So far we have considered only input to 
an electronic communication system, dis
semination of items within this system, 
and the building of files of these items. 
The scientist will also need to search for 
information-both factual data and text 
describing particular phenomena of inter
est. At present, the scientist will seek in
formation of this kind through personal 
files or conversations with colleagues or 
consultants. Sometimes (but frequently as 
a last resort) the scientist will visit a library 
or other formal information center. In the 
electronic system, all these approaches to 
information seeking may be conducted 
through the same terminal. 

The terminal, of course, gives access to 
one's own information files (and, possi
bly, the information files maintained by 
colleagues or by one's department). If 
these files fail, the terminal will provide an 
entry point to a vast array of outside 
sources. Accessible on-line will be · 
machine-readable files that are the elec
tronic equivalents of printed handbooks, 
directories, dictionaries, encyclopedias, 
almanacs, and other reference tools. The 
scientist will also have access to on-line in
dexes to primary text, presumably built 
and maintained by those same organiza
tions that provide SDI services. Scientists 
will be able to use a "widening horizons" 
approach to their information seeking in 
this environment, going from personal 
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files to institutional files to national and in
ternational resources. And any useful 
item of data or piece of text that they un
cover during the search can, of course, be 
added rather easily to their personal infor
mation files. 

But not only files will be accessible 
through the terminal. Human resources 
will also be available. On-line conversa
tions (in "real time" or somewhat de
layed) can be carried out with consultants, 
professional colleagues, and information 
specialists located at information centers 
or information analysis centers (which 
may, in fact, be 10,000 miles distant). The 
electronic mailing system can be expected 
to displace the present mailing system for 
much, if not all, professional and business 
correspondence. In the electronic world 
the distinction between formal and infor
mal channels of communication is likely to 
be much less distinct, and attempts to 
meld the two forms (e.g., the formation of 
information exchange groups) will be
come much more practicable, through 
rapid and efficient communication pro
cesses, than they are in the present print 
on paper environment. 

In my opinion, there is no real question 
that completely paperless systems will 
emerge in science and in other fields. The 
only real question is "when will it hap
pen?" We can reasonably expect, I feel, 
that a rather fully developed electronic in
formation system, having most if not all of 
the features mentioned, will exist by the 
year 2000, although it could conceivably 
come earlier. 

The implementation of the system will 
involve the coming together, or rather the 
deliberate "putting together," of a num
ber of separate services, activities, and ex
periments already in existence. Major 
steps towards a paperless system have al
ready occurred through the growth of 
machine-readable data bases and data 
banks and the increasing accessibility of 
these resources through on-line technol
ogy. 

We can reasonably expect a continued 
growth in the number of available data 
bases, with rapid developments occurring 
in the social sciences and in the humani
ties as well as in the sciences, and the 

achievement of even greater levels of ac
cessibility through the further implemen
tation of information networks. We can 
also expect to see increasing bodies of pri
mary text becoming available in machine
readable form as more and more pub
lishers convert to computerized 
operations. 

The "editorial processing center," as 
described by Bamford among others, may 
provide the opportunity for even small 
publishers to automate their production 
processes. 18 At the same time, significant 
further improvements will undoubtedly 
occur in computer and communications 
technologies, and these developments 
will result in greatly reduced costs for the 
storage, transmission, and exploitation of 
textual material in very large quantities. 

Computer text-editing capabilities were 
already quite advanced in 1971 when Van 
Dam and Rice reviewed the state of the 
art, 19 and many improvements in this 
technology have occurred since then. In 
the business world, ''word processing'' is 
replacing "typing," and the ~aperless of
fice (see, for example, Yasaki ) is becom
ing a reality. Computer conferencing, as 
described by Price, 21 is developing rap
idly, and some business organizations are 
already relying on this form of communi
cation to replace the conventional mail 
service for intracompany correspondence. 
We are also beginning to see the establish
ment of a few small, experimental"jour
nals" in electronic form. 

On-line systems to support the building 
of personal information files have been 
available at several universities in the 
United States for some years. It would not 
be an exaggeration, then, to say that all the 
features of the model described could be 
implemented today if these various tech
nologies and experiments were brought 
together to form a new science communi
cation system. 

I do not wish to give the impression, 
however, that no problems of implemen
tation exist. Elsewhere, I have identified 
various technological, intellectual, and so
cial problems of implementation and sug
gested that this sequence is one of increas
ing complexity. 22 It is not my intention to 
repeat the discussion of these problems 
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here. It is sufficient to say that, while some 
of these problems may appear "thorny," 
they are certainly not insoluble. 

CONCLUSION 

We are moving rather rapidly and quite 
inevitably toward a paperless society. Ad
vances in computer science and in com
munications technology allow us to con
ceive of a global system in which reports of 
research and development activities are 
composed, published, disseminated, and 
used in a completely electronic mode. Pa
per need never exist in this communica
tions environment. We are now in an in
terim stage in the natural evolution from 
print on paper to electronics. Now the 
computer is used as an efficient means of 
typesetting, but the resulting publications 
are still distributed, through the mails, as 
print on paper. Machine-readable data 
bases exist side by side with printed data 
bases but have not yet replaced them. This 
situation will undoubtedly change. 

When on-line terminals are sufficiently 
commonplace that the great majority of 
potential users of a publication have ready 
access to them and when the volume of 
use of machine-readable data bases is 
large enough to assume their complete fi
nancial support, we will witness the tran
sition to electronic distribution and use of 
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information sources, that is, we will 
achieve completely paperless systems. 

This brings me, at last, to the real point 
of my paper. Can libraries survive in a 
largely electronic world? Will they be 
needed when the raw materials with 
which they have traditionally dealt are no 
longer available in printed form but are all 
readily accessible, on demand, to anyone 
with a terminal and the ability to pay for 
their use? If libraries and librarians will be 
needed, what functions will they perform, 
and how will they perform them? 

Folk, in his description of a future elec
tronic system, suggests that ''libraries 
would also wither away, their historic 
duty done."23 It is not my intention to in
vestigate here the credibility of this state
ment. But a thorough analysis of the po
tential role of libraries in an electronic 
society is long overdue. 

The profession seems to have its head in 
the sand. The paperless society is rapidly 
approaching. Ignoring this fact will not 
cause it to away. The profession, if it is to 
survive, should now be devoting energy 
to the serious study of how it can adapt to 
life in this society. Unless it now faces up 
to the question ''Whither libraries?'' it will 
indeed face the prospect of "wither li
braries.'' 

REFERENCES 

1. Bernard M. Fry and Herbert S. White, Publishers and Libraries: A Study of Scholarly and Research Jour
nals (Lexington, Mass.: Lexington Books, 1976). 

2. Richard De Gennaro, "Escalating Journal Prices: Time to Fight Back," American Libraries 8:69-74 
(Feb. 1977). 

3. Daniel Gore, ed., Farewell to Alexandria: Solutions to Space, Growth, and Performance Problems of Li
braries (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1976). 

4. William Baumol and Matityahu Marcus, Economics of Academic Libraries (Washington, D. C.: Ameri
can Council on Education, 1973). 

5. E. J. Josey, ed., New Dimensions for Academic Library Service (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 
1975). 

6. Gerald Salton, Dynamic Information and Library Processing (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 
1975). 

7. J. C. R. Licklider, Libraries of the Future (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1965). 
8. National Science Foundation, "Request for Proposal75-136, A Systems Analysis of Scientific and 

Technical Communication in the United States" (Washington, D.C., 14 Aug. 1975), p.1. 
9. Armando M. Sandoval and others, "The Vehicles of the Results of Latin American Research: a 

Bibliometric Approach." Unpublished paper presented at the thirty-eighth World Congress of 
FID, Mexico City, 27 Sept.-1 Oct. 1976. 

10. Wilfred Ashworth, "The Information Explosion," Library Association Record 76:63-68, 71 (April 
1974). 



C&RL Classic Reprint: Whither Libraries? 419 

11. Richard C. Roistacher, "The Virtual Journal," Computer Networks 2:18-24 Gan. 1978). 
12. De Gennaro, "Escalating Journal Prices: Time to Fight Back," p.70. 
13. William J. Baumol and Janusz A. Ordover, "Public Good Properties in Reality: The Case of Scien

tific Journals." Paper presented at the annual conference of the American Society for Information 
Science, San Francisco, 1976, p.460. (Available on microfiche as part of the Proceedings of the ASIS 
Annual Meeting, 1976). 

14. De Gennaro, "Escalating Journal Prices: Time to Fight Back," p.71. 
15. Oliver C. Dunn and others, The Past and Likely Future of 58 Research Libraries, 1951-1980: a Statistical 

Study of Growth and Change (1970-71 ed.; Lafayette, Ind.: Purdue Univ., 1972). 
16. Baumol and Marcus, Economics of Academic Libraries. 
17. Roistacher, "The Virtual Journal." 
18. Harold Bamford, Jr., ''The Editorial Processing Center,'' IEEE Transactions on Professional Commun

ication PC-16:82-83 (1973). 
19. Andries Van Dam and David C. Rice, "Online Text Editing: a Survey," Computing Surveys," 

3:93-114 (1971). 
20. Edward K. Yasaki, "Toward the Automated Office," Datamation 21:59-62 (Feb. 1975). 
21. Charlton R. Price, "Conferencing Via Computer: Cost Effective Communication for the Era of 

Forced Choice," in Harold A. Linstone and Murray Turoff, eds., The Delphi Method: Techniques and 
Applications (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1975). 

22. F. W. Lancaster, Toward Paperless Information Systems (New York: Academic Press, 1978). 
23. Hugh Folk, "The Impact of Computers on Book and Journal Publication," in J. L. Divilbiss, ed., 

The Economics of Library Automation: Proceedings of the 1976 Clinic on Library Applications of Data Proc
essing (Urbana, ill.: Univ. of illinois, Graduate School of Library Science, 1977), p.79. 



The Censorship Phenomenon 
in College and Research 

Libraries: An Investigation 
of the Canadian Prairie 
Provinces, 1980-1985 

Alvin M. Schrader, Margaret Herring, 
and Catriona de Scossa 

Although college and research libraries in North America are generally thought to be immune to censor
ship pressures, no impartial research has been undertaken to date to verify this perception. A five-page 
questionnaire was mailed to the libraries of 68 postsecondary educational institutions in the three prairie 
provinces of Canada in order to determine two things: first, the extent of pressures to remove, relocate, or 
reclassify library materials between 1980 and 1985; and second, to determine the effectiveness of written 
selection policies in dealing with such pressures. Among the 47 responding libraries, 14 (30 percent) re
ported that they had experienced some kind of censorship pressure during the six years under study. Al
most all of these libraries served student populations under 5,000, but some of the larger institutions also 
reported challenges of one kind or another. 

ollege and research libraries are 
generally thought to be im
mune to censorship pressures. 
For example, John Robotham 

and Gerald Shields (1981) asserted that 
''the libraries of educational institutions 
are generally free from public pressure to 
acquire or reject a particular item. There is, 
of course, a kind of general pressure on 
them to adapt to a changing society, but 
this doesn't apply to any one book or 
film. " 1 The lack of concern with censor
ship at postsecondary institutions is no
where better revealed than in Library Liter
ature itself: between 1980 and June 1988, 
we found only two articles dealing with 
this topic. 

This state of affairs is somewhat under-

standable, given the mandate of institu
tions of higher learning generally. Col
leges and universities are perceived as 
forums for the free exchange of ideas, dif
fering from public schools which are, 
among other things, agents of socializa
tion. To conduct research and produce le
gitimate scholarship at the postsecondary 
level, it is widely recognized that students 
and faculty alike must have access to all 
sides of an issue, no matter how contro
versial the subject matter. Presumably, 
college and research libraries are included 
in the intellectual mandate of their parent 
institutions. 

But just how justified is this presump
tion? Are there no restraints on intellec
tual freedom, no pressures at all on these 
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libraries to remove materials or to restrict 
access to them? The literature provides no 
clues. 

METHODOLOGY 

The questionnaire survey reported here 
is the first known effort to collect impartial 
empirical evidence about these questions 
from postsecondary libraries. (Although 
two or three statewide investigations in 
the recent past have included academic li
braries along with public and school li
braries, they did not distinguish the cen
sorial incidents by type of library.) In 
addition, this study has attempted to pro
vide a more complete and accurate picture 
of the link between possible censorship 
pressures and the effectiveness of stan
dard written procedures and selection 
policies to deal with any such pressures.2 

This investigation was limited to the li
braries of postsecondary institutions situ
ated in the Canadian provinces of Mani
toba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta, and 
covered the six years from 1980 to 1985. It 
was designed to elicit specific information 
regarding each request to remove, relo
cate, or reclassify materials. The informa
tion solicited included the title and format 
of the material involved; the type of indi
vidual initiating the complaint; the reason 
given by the individual for the complaint; 
the role of a written selection policy in 
dealing with the complaint; and the final 
disposition in each case. 

A number of important decisions had to 
be made at the outset of the research proj
ect. The first of these concerned the geo
graphic and time parameters of the sur
vey. College and research libraries in the 
three prairie provinces of Canada were se
lected for two reasons: first, a study sam
ple of adequate size would be assured; 
second, the Canadian prairie provinces 
constitute a fairly distinct regional entity. 
Although different in several respects, 
they share a number of similar characteris
tics, including cultural history, educa
tional practices, economic and industrial 
objectives, populist political behavior, 
and religious movements. The study pe
riod, 1980 to 1985, was chosen in order to 
be able to produce a comprehensive pic
ture without too much risk of inaccuracy 
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due to destroyed records or unreliable 
memories. 

The second major decision concerned 
the type of instrument that would be used 
to gather information. It was decided that 
a mail questionnaire would be most ap
propriate for several reasons. First, the ge
ographical scope of the study made face
to-face interviews virtually impossible; 
the time, travel, and expense that would 
be involved ruled this choice out immedi
ately. The mail questionnaire, on the other 
hand, is a relatively quick and inexpensive 
method for the researcher to gather data. 
The respondent can answer the questions 
conveniently and in privacy. Conse
quently, answers may be more candid 
than if the respondent were confronted 
with an interviewer face-to-face. 

However, mail questionnaires do notal
low the researcher to control the condi
tions under which the questionnaires are 
completed or to probe deeply into the re
spondents' actions and attitudes. Further
more, mail surveys often suffer from low 
response rates. These limitations may ren
der the information collected somewhat 
less reliable. When all aspects were taken 
into account, it was decided that a ques
tionnaire was still the instrument of choice 
for this research project. 

The survey included all English
speaking university libraries, community 
and technical college libraries, and the li
braries of religious, biblical, theological, 
and seminary postsecondary institutions 
in the three prairie provinces. At least one 
of these postsecondary institutions of
fered a mixed curriculum for both senior 
high school and college students. 

The second volume of the thirty-eighth 
edition of the American Library Directory 
(1985) was used to compile the list of li
braries to which the questionnaire would 
be sent. While the Directory classifies each 
library according to type (university, col
lege, public, special, religious, etc.), some 
discrepancies were noted. For example, 
the Southern Alberta Institute of Technol
ogy (SAlT) was classified as a college li
brary, while the Northern Alberta Insti
tute of Technology (NAIT) was classified 
as a special library. Every effort was made 
to detect these discrepancies, but the pos-
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sibility nonetheless exists that some rele
vant libraries were missed. This Directory 
was supplemented by the Directory of Com
munity and Technical College Libraries and 
Resource Centres in Canada (1983), which in
cluded a number of libraries that had been 
omitted from the American Library Direc
tory. The final list comprised 68 libraries 
(one other library, initially included, was 
later found to be a high school library and 
therefore was omitted from the study fig
ures). 

Working from previously published re
search and research instruments, princi
pally related to public and school li
braries, 3'

4 the questionnaire and covering 
letter for the study were evaluated by two 
faculty members and two students in the 
Faculty of Library and Information Stud
ies, University of Alberta. As a result, sev
eral major revisions were incorporated 
into the second draft, which was reviewed 
again. Only minor modifications were 
suggested at this stage, and these were in
corporated into the third and final version 
of the questionnaire. Each of the covering 
letters was personalized with the name of 
the librarian or information officer in 
charge as well as the address of the library. 
A stamped, self-addressed return enve
lope was provided for each questionnaire. 

Questionnaires were mailed at the end 
of January 1986, with three weeks allowed 
for returns. There was no follow-up letter 
because of the project's time constraints 
and the additional expense that would be 
incurred. 

FINDINGS 

From the initial population of 68 li
braries, 47 usable questionnaires were re-

July 1989 

ceived. This represents a response rate of 
69 percent, relatively high for a mail sur
vey of this type, and indicates widespread 
interest by prairie postsecondary educa
tional institutions in the issue of censor
ship. Most of the 44 responding libraries 
that provided enrollment data served 
populations of fewer than 5,000 students. 
The overall median per parent institution 
was 893 students, with a range from 70 to 
23,000. 

''Fourteen of the 47 respondents (30 
percent) reported some kind of cen
sorship pressure between 1980 and 
1985." 

Table 1 shows that 14 of the 47 respon
dents (30 percent) reported some kind of 
censorship pressure between 1980 and 
1985. Overall, 79 percent of the affected li
braries served institutions with fewer than 
5,000 students. 

Of these 14libraries, the majority expe
rienced multiple cases of censorship pres
sure, ranging as high as five incidents dur
ing the six-year period under study. (See 
table 2.) 

All told, these 14libraries reported 36 in
stances of censorial pressures. Most of the 
incidents involved requests to remove li
brary materials. One incident, however, 
was a case of suggested mutilation-are
quest that the offending matter be cut out. 
Another request involved pressure to not 
purchase material. For a full history of the 
36 incidents, see appendix A. 

TABLE 1 
FREQUENCY OF CENSORSHIP PRESSURES ON 

POSTSECONDARY LIBRARIES, 1980-1985 

Libraries 
Number of No Yes Total 

Students (FI'E) Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 

UnderS,OOO 27 82 11 79 38 81 
5,000-9,999 2 6 2 4 
10,000-14,999 1 1 2 
15,000-19,999 1 21 1 2 
20,000-24,999 1 3 1 2 4 
Unreported 3 9 3 7 

Total 33 100 14 100 47 100 



TABLE2 
CENSORSHIP INCIDENTS PER 

POSTSECONDARY LffiRARY, 1980-1985 

Censorship 
Incidents Libraries 
~:erLibr~ Number Percent 

1 3 21 
2 4 29 
3 4 29 
4 2 14 
5 1 7 

Total 14 100 

Table 3 shows the full range of censor
ship pressure on postsecondary libraries 
during the period under study. The ma
jority of the incidents (27 of 36, or 75 per
cent) occurred in libraries serving fewer 
than 5,000 students. Nonetheless, it 
should be stressed that several of the 
larger institutions also reported chal
lenges. And in statistical terms, this study 
demonstrates that the larger the student 
population, the more likely the library will 
experience censorship pressures. 5 

Respondents indicated that two-thirds 
of the challenged materials were books; 
the remainder involved eight periodicals, 
two films, one encyclopedia, and one vi
deotape. 

The content of the challenged material 
varied widely, from diet, biography, and 
best-seller fiction to historical revisionism 
and homosexuality. Two principal types 
of content could be identified: (1) material 
that was sexually explicit or dealt with hu
man reproduction and sexual relations; 
and (2) material that was alleged to be 
blasphemous, or that dealt with the oc
cult, or that was otherwise in conflict with 
the religious affiliation of the parent insti
tution. 
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Sexuality materials constituted the 
larger of the two major types and included 
such titles as: The Act of Love, author un
known, The Intimate Marriage by Clive 
Bell, and Lying in Bed by Mary Howes. 
Two periodicals were reported: Playboy 
and Sports Illustrated (''swimsuit edi
tion"). The film, Not a Love Story, and vi
deotapes used in sex therapy courses also 
fell into this category. The materials in this 
category were alleged to be offensive, pro
vocative, or exploitive. Many also felt that 
these works were sexist and degrading to 
women and that users were not mature 
enough to deal with them responsibly. 

Among the second group of works were 
such titles as The Far Country by Paul Twit
chell, Satanic Bible by Anton S. LaVey, Jon
athan Loved David: Homosexuality in Biblical 
Times, and Wittenberg Door. According to 
one respondent, the latter is the Christian 
equivalent of National Lampoon; that is to 
say, it is a periodical that parodies Chris
tian doctrine and issues. Some of these 
types of materials were alleged to be dan
gerous or harmful to readers. 

A third group of material, much smaller 
than the two just discussed, could also be 
distinguished. This category included ma
terials that were considered to be racist or 
hate literature. Only two specific titles 
were reported by respondents: the elev
enth edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica 
and The Hoax of the Twentieth Century by 
Arthur R. Butz. A third incident involved 
a general complaint regarding LC subject 
headings concerning homosexuality. 

Other titles could not be placed r~adily 
into one of these categories. They covered 
a wide range of subjects, including sui
cide, poaching, dieting, crime, and the So
viet Union. 

TABLE3 
TYPES OF CENSORSHIP INCIDENTS 

BY 1985 STUDENT POPULATION 

< 5,000 
R~uests to Students* 

Remove 22 
Relocate 5 
Reclassify 

Total 27 
*Libraries serving under 5,000 students. 
+Libraries serving 5,000 or more students. 

No. of Incidents 
> 5,000 

Students+ 

7 

2 
9 

Total 

No. % 

29 81 
5 14 
2 5 

36 100 
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With regard to the source of complaints, 
every major academic constituency was 
represented. Students and members of 
the teaching staff initiated approximately 
40 percent of the complaints, while ad
ministrative officials were involved in an
other 20 percent. More significant is the 
fact that, in 40 percent of all cases, a mem
ber of the library staff initiated or was one 
among several initiators. 

Of the 47 responding libraries, 29 (62 
percent) said they had a written selection 
policy. Many librarians, however, quali
fied their answers somewhat with addi
tional phrases like "in part," "a general 
one, prioritizing types of acquisitions," 
''sort of,'' ''but it needs updating,'' and 
"draft format." 

Of these 29 respondents with a written 
selection policy, only 7 reported that the 
policy provided a standard written proce
dure to be followed in the event of re
quests for removal, relocation, or reclassi
fication of library materials. Moreover, in 
only 10 cases did the written policy specify 
the library's position with regard to intel
lectual freedom. 

In spite of the frequent existence of writ
ten policies, and in spite of the majority 
view that a written policy is an effective 
tool to prevent censorship, respondents 
reported that the policies were ignored in 
two-thirds of the complaints received dur
ing the period under review in this study. 
Also noteworthy is the fact that in 3 of the 
cases reported, a written policy was actu
ally used to expedite censorship rather 
than to prevent it. 

''In approximately 60 percent of the 
incidents, some kind of censorial 
action was taken: either removal, re
location, or reclassification in accord
ance with the complaint." 

With regard to the final disposition of 
the reported complaints, the data are not 
altogether encouraging. In approximately 
60 percent of the incidents, some kind of 
censorial action was taken: either re-
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moval, relocation, or reclassification in ac
cordance with the complaint. (In several 
of these incidents, the material was re
moved only temporarily and then re
placed when the conflict had subsided!) In 
only 40 percent of the incidents was the 
challenged material retained on the 
shelves intact. 

Comments by respondents added many 
further insights into the complexities of 
the censorship phenomenon in college 
and research libraries on the Canadian 
prairies: 

The only restriction I can think of in an aca
demic library would be in the case of revisionist 
literature. The rest are curriculum-based. 

One of the most insidious forms of censorship 
is hidden from the kinds of activities listed in 
this questionnaire. Many of the books we hold, 
for example, would not appear in other libraries 
because of a silent censorship applied to materi
als with an evangelical Christian perspective. 
They are just not purchased. Too bad you can
not measure such prejudicial tendencies. 

Some distributors place restrictions, for exam
ple, a number of criminology items may be 
viewed only with instructor's permission. We 
also abide by "restricted adult" ratings as ap
plied by the Alberta Board of Censors. 

I have had no requests to remove or reclassify 
but have had to go through long verbal de
fenses of some items I have purchased. 

Screening and censorship of materials takes 
place in the selection and buying process. Most 
materials which are considered inappropriate 
or objectionable (by library staff or faculty) are 
screened upon arrival and are not cataloged. 
(These items are returned, sold, or remain in 
the librarian's office; the latter items are not 
considered part of the collection.) 

Our selection policy is really quite general in 
that it states our major collection in the religious 
field consists of books in the . . . tradition but 
that books with a different persuasion are col
lected for reference purposes. In [our] inci
dents, it was understood that the materials re
moved went beyond reference to persuasion of 
something in conflict with our persuasion. 
Thus I would say it was effective in making the 
decision to remove. 

I think as little fuss as possible should be made; 
the material should simply be removed if it does 
not agree with the school's principles and stan
dards and beliefs. 



Since a college of our nature would not consider 
acquiring obscene or pornographic materials, 
the selection policy is quite adequate to assure 
that the collection contains only ideas-and we 
should have no fear of ideas. 

Obviously we can live without [a selection pol
icy]. It's handy to have something to point to 
but that doesn't mean, in my opinion, that you 
can't ever make exceptions." 

[Selection policies] work for library internal 
processing but are completely ineffective when 
the administration becomes involved, espe
cially when a donor is involved. 

. . . filling out this questionnaire has made me 
realize that we'd better revise the section on 
censorship in our acquisitions policy. 

We censored the Sports Illustrated issue on bath
ing suits because of the environment in the li
brary when the issue was left uncensored. The 
female staff felt exploited as fellows (mostly 
high school) used the magazine. We do restrict 
access to sexual or human reproduction materi
als because there have been problems with stu
dents in these areas who have accessed the ma
terial. Now upon request the material is 
provided but a request must be given-this has 
controlled the problem earlier identified by the 
counseling department. By and large we re
strict our book selection rather than censor and 
we make very sure of the grounds for a book if 
questions could arise. Once acquired we group 
sexual material separately, otherwise we take a 
hard line on censoring and argue for direct ac
cess in the stacks. 

CONCLUSIONS 

This study has revealed that censorship 
pressure is very much a reality for libraries 
at the postsecondary educational level. 
Three of ten respondents reported receiv
ing a request to remove, relocate, or re
classify some kind of library material. 

The data regarding the incidents them
selves are interesting for a number of rea
sons. First, censorship attempts were not 
confined to any particular format: books, 
periodicals, films, and videotapes were all 
targets of complaints. Second, the content 
of the challenged materials varied widely, 
although distinct categories did emerge. 
Diet, biography, best-seller fiction, the oc
cult, human reproduction, historical revi
sionism, homosexuality-all were the ob
ject of censorship attempts. This would 
seem to substantiate the assertion that no 
material is neutral for everybody: even the 
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most seemingly innocuous work has the 
potential to offend someone. 

With regard to the effectiveness of writ
ten selection policies in preventing cen
sorship, the data are not altogether en
couraging. Approximately two-thirds of 
the respondents stated that their library 
has a written selection policy. Very few of 
these policies, however, provided stan
dard procedures to deal specifically with a 
censorship attempt. This would seem to 
indicate that many of the respondents did 
not feel that censorship is a serious threat 
to the intellectual integrity of their collec
tions and that, should such incidents 
arise, ad hoc measures would be adequate 
to deal with them. 

11ln only one of every three incidents 
was the written policy used to deal 
with the case. The problem is com
pounded by the frequent participa
tion of librarians and other members 
of the library staff in censorship at
tempts." 

Moreover, in only one of every three in
cidents was the written policy used to deal 
with the case. The problem is com
pounded by the frequent participation of 
librarians and other members of the li
brary staff in censorship attempts. Per
haps it is not surprising, therefore, to 
learn that in almost 60 percent of the inci
dents, some type of censorial action was 
taken. 

Although this study has revealed that 
far more censorship attempts have oc
curred in academic libraries-at least in 
the Canadian prairie provinces-than was 
previously assumed, the data regarding 
the effectiveness of written selection poli
cies in dealing with this censorship are in
conclusive. It seems that perceptions held 
by college and research librarians on the 
nature of this issue do not necessarily ac
cord with reality. While a majority of them 
believe that written selection policies 
would be effective in dealing with censor
ship, only a minority have actually estab
lished such standard procedures. Even 
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the existence of a standard procedure does 
not necessarily give the library an advan
tage, for, as noted, the procedure might 
not be used at all in dealing with a censor
ship attempt or, if used, its purpose might 
be subverted to expedite censorship 
rather than to prevent it. 

In at least one respect, this project is the 
first of its kind. To the best of our knowl
edge, no other comprehensive study has 
been undertaken of the censorship phe
nomenon in the libraries of postsecondary 
educational institutions in either Canada 
or the United States. Given the broad cul
tural similarities between the Canadian 
prairies and the American Midwest, the 
censorship phenomenon may turn out to 
be a common pattern that crosses political 
boundaries. 
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Although the academic institution in 
North America is widely perceived as an 
open forum for the free exchange of ideas, 
the study reported here demonstrates that 
this idealistic perception is at least parti
ally inaccurate and illusory. It is hoped 
that similar studies will be undertaken in 
the near future in many other geographic 
areas, nationally and internationally, so 
that our understanding of the issues is 
broadened, and so that senior administra
tive policymakers-and librarians-will be 
forewarned. Based on the present study, 
we believe that library censorship is a real
ity at the postsecondary level everywhere 
in the democratic world, in spite of hith
erto unquestioned assumptions to the 
contrary. 
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APPENDIX A 

HISTORY OF CENSORSHIP INCIDENTS REPORTED BY COLLEGE AND 
RESEARCH LffiRARIANS IN THE CANADIAN PRAIRIE PROVINCES, 1980-1985 

Written Procedure Method of 
Type of Type of Reason for Selection for Policy Handling Final Result 
Material Author Title Request Complainant Complaint Policy Complaints Used Incident of Complaint 

1. Book Dominian, Jack Marital Break- Relocation Administrative Censorship Yes No No Request was acceded to Material relocated to library office. 
down official of Returned to shelf when complain-

the institu- ant left the institution. 
tion 

2. Periodical Wittenberg Door Removal Member of Blasphemous Yes No No Request was acceded to Subscription cancelled 
the teach- material 
ing staff 

3. Book Unknown Uncut (a book Removal Member of Nudity in No No No Request was from a Material removed 
aboutcen- library someil- former librarian who 
sorship in staff lustrations removed the book after 
theCana- an argument with the 
dian film in- instructor 
dustry) 

4. Book Davis, Adele Let's Eat Right Removal Community Dietsug- No No No Reference staff handled Verbal discussion with complainant; 
to Keep Fit member gested by the complaint no further action taken 

author is 
dangerous 

5. Books No titles speci- Removal Member of Junk No No No Request from a former li- Verbal discussion with complainant; 
fied (best- library books- brarian, discussion no further action taken 
seller fiction) staff have no with staff 

place in a 
college 
collection n 

6. Book Unknown Unknown Removal Member of Viewpoint No No No Unknown Verbal discussion with complainant; tl> 
=' teaching outdated no further action taken fll 

staff Q 
7. Book Unknown The Act of Love Removal Student, Sexually ex- No No No Verbal discussion with Verbal discussion with complainant; ;! 

=-parent of plicitma- complainant and li- material removed temporarily, later ... 
student terial brary committee replaced "-.:::s 

8. Book Unknown The Act of Love Removal Student Sexually ex- No No No Verbal discussion with Verbal discussion with complainant; ~ plicitma- complainant and li- material removed temporarily, later tl> terial brary committee replaced =' 9. Book Bell, Clive The Intimate Removal Student, Sexually ex- No No No Verbal discussion with Verbal discussion with complainant; Q 
Marriage member plicitma- complainant and li- material removed temporarily, later e 

tl> of library terial brary committee replaced =' committee Q 
10. Book Homer, Tom Jonathan Loved Removal Member of Not in keep- No No No Librarian argued with Material removed e David: Homo- teaching ing with complainant; decided 

sexuality in staff institutional it was an improper 
Biblical Times doctrine; choice 

unscholarly 
~ work 

"' 
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Written Procedure Method of 
Type of Type of Reason for Selection for Policy Handling Final Result 
Material Author Title Request Complainant Complaint Policy Complaints Used Incident of Complaint 

11. Book Twitchell, Paul The Far Coun- Removal Student Material Yes Yes Yes Verbal discussion with complainant; (") 
Q 

try harmful no further action taken --to readers ~ 

because it (JQ 
~ 

dealt with 
~ the occult 

12. Films No titles speci- Relocation Student Sensitive Yes Yes No Material relocated to ac- Material moved to reserve collection ~ fied (deal material- commodate faculty for use by a specific group of stu- (tl 

with issues shouldn't dents ~ 

in lawen- be avail- ~ forcement, able to =r' 
e.g., arson, general f""4 
fraud, etc.) public .... 

a" 13. Book Benson, Ragnar Suroival Poach- Relocation Member of As above; Yes Yes No Material relocated to ac- Material moved to reserve collection lot 
ing teaching also con- commodate faculty for use by a specific group of stu- ~. staff cern that dents ~ 

the library (tl 

could face 
legal 
action as a 
provider 

._ 
c of infor- -mation '< 

14. Periodical Sports Illus- Removal Member of Caters to the Yes Yes Yes Material removed 1-1 
\C 

trated (swim- teaching lust of QO 

suit edition staff students \C 

only) which dis-
tracts 
from the 
inspirational 
andedu-
cational 
value of 
themaga-
zine 

15. Book LaVey, Anton Satanic Bible Removal Student, Serves as Yes Yes Yes Material removed 
member temptation 
of library to explore 
staff, ad- the occult 
ministrative rather 
official of than 
the insti- serves as 
tution a refer-

ence tool 
about Sa-
tanism 
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Written Procedure Method of 
Type of Type of Reason for Selection for Policy Handling Final Result 
Material Author Title Request Complainant Complaint Policy Complaints Used Incident of Complaint 

16. Book Flumiani, Carlo HowtoReada Removal Member of Book hardly Yes Yes Yes Material removed 
Maria Book for Plea- teaching deals with 

sure and staff topic 
Profit suggested-

contains 
"way 
out" 
ideas 
about a lot 
ofunre-
Ia ted 
topics-
basically a 
"ripoff" 

17. Books No titles speci- Removal Administrative Possible use Yes No No Request discussed by No action taken 
fied (books official of of books representatives of li-
on the oc- theinstitu- in occult brary committee with a 
cult) tion activities professor of counseling 

for his opinion 
18. Periodical Wittenberg Door Removal Student No reason Yes No No Library committee re- No action taken 

specified jected request 
19. Book Bowes, Mary Lying in Bed Removal Member of IDustrations Yes No No Explained verbally to Verbal discussion with complainant; 

(keep library offensive complainant that the no further action taken 
out of staff book had been ordered 
circula- for a particular course 
tion) and was needed both (') 

by students and fac- ~ 

ulty ; 
20. Periodical Soviet Life Removal Member of Complainant Yes No No Explained to complainant Verbal discussion with complainant; Q ... 

(request library "sees red" that material in the li- no further action taken Ul 

=--to stop staff when she brary presents various .... 
buying) sees the points of view ~ 

word"So- ;q 
viet" 

~ 
21. Book Unknown Unknown Removal Student, Ours is a Yes No No Librarian simply exam- Material removed = member private ined the material and Q 

of teach- church withdrew it from the a 
ing staff, school shelves ~ 

= member and the Q 
of library material a 
staff, ad- inques-
ministrative tion was 
official of not suit-
institution able for 

~ our school 
\C 
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~ 
Written Procedure Method of 

Type of Type of Reason for Selection for Policy Handling Final Result 
Material Author Title Request Complainant Complaint Policy Complaints Used Incident of Complaint 

22. Books No titles speci- Removal Student Inaccurate Yes No Yes Explanation of collecting Verbal discussion with complainant; n 
0 

fied (chil- portrayal policy of academic li- no further action taken --dren's ofwom- brary to provide access ~ 

books) en's to all types of material QQ 
~ 

skills, and role of educators 
~ abilities, to be aware of such 

and role materials in directing ~ 
in society studies ~ 

ftl 
23. Reclassi- Member of Judgmental Yes No Yes Referred to cataloging Preference given to up-to-date subject. ~ 

fication library bias of tra- policy groups for sub- headings as authorized e: 
staff ditional sequent guidelines on n 

=-terms internal practice and r"" 
used in communication with '"'. 
subject LC regarding practice 0" 

lot 
headings !. 24. Periodical Sports lllus- Removal/ Student, Offensive Yes Yes Yes Pictures cut out, i.e., worst ones (this 

~ 
trated (swim- relocation member material- is the only case of altering the en- ftl 

suit edition (cut of teach- provocative tity allowed in our policies) 
only) magazine ing staff, poses and 

up to member revealing 
remove of library non-

._ 
pages) staff, ad- clothing = 

ministrative ~ 
official of 1-l 

loC 
the insti- QO 

tution loC 

25. Periodical Wittenberg Door Removal Student, par- Offensive Yes Yes Yes Verbal discussion with complainant; 
ent,mem- material- no further action taken 
berof a Chris-
teaching tian 
staff, equivalent 
member of of National 
hbrary, lAmpoon-
administra- many 
tive official people 
ofinstitu- find it 
tion hard to 

laugh at 
themselves 

26. Encyclopedia Encyclopaedia Removal/ Member of Negroes Yes No Yes Written letter of complaint came to di-
Britannica relocation teaching section is rector; no further action taken 
(11th edi- staff blatantly 
tion) racist 
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Written Procedure Method of 
Type of Type of Reason for Selection for Policy Handling Final Result 
Material Author Title Request Complainant Complaint Policy Complaints Used Incident of Complaint 

27. Book Butz, Arthur R. The Hoax of the Reclassi- Community Revisionist Yes No Yes Oassification unchanged; subject 
Twentieth fication organization material heading modified 
Century (B'Nai should 

B'Rith) not be 
Anti- treated as 
Defamation history 
League) 

28. Book Butz, Arthur R. The Hoax of the Removal Lawen- Material Yes No Yes Material removed initially but recov-
Twentieth forcement prohibited ered on appeal 
Century official under 

Customs 
Act 

29. Periodical Playboy Removal Student, Material is Yes No No Incident handled at area Material removed 
member sexist, un- library level 
of library academic, 
staff demeaning 

to women 
30. Book Trudeau, Mar- No title speci- Request Unknown Material is Yes No Unknown Incident happened upon Area concerned instructed to pur-

garet fied (herbi- not to trash by chance by director chase 
ography) purchase of libraries 

31. Books No titles speci- Removal/ Student, Offensive Yes Yes Yes Material relocated to special collec-
fied (books relocation parent, material- tions for sexual materials 
on human member much of 
reproduction of teach- our con-
and sexual ing staff, stituency n 
relations) member and stu- ~ 

of library dents are = fll 
staff, ad- very sen- 0 ... 
ministrative sitiveto fll 

official of seeing ::::r .... 
institution this mate- "'tS 

rial in ;q 
print and 

~ 
consider it = pornography 0 

32. Film Not a Love Story Relocation/ Member of Our students Yes No No Discussion at librarians' Decision to restrict access to users 18 e 
restricted teaching are not meeting years and older in conformity with ~ = access staff mature the film's "R" rating 0 

enough to e 
see the 
film with-
out guided 
discussion 

~ 
afterwards ~ 

1-l 
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Written Procedure Method of 
Type of Type of Reason for Selection for Policy Handling Final Result 
Material Author Title Request Complainant Complaint Policy Complaints Used Incident of Complaint 

33. Book Portwood, Doris Common Sense Removal Student Library Yes No No Student left material at Verbal discussion with complainant; n 
0 

Suicide should reference desk for li- no further action taken --not pro- brarian to make a deci- ~ 
QQ 

vide rna- sion ~ 
terial ~ which 
would as- ~ 
sist some- {I) 

one with ~ 
I» 

suicidal ... 
n 

tendencies ::r 
34. Books No titles speci- Removal Member of Items are Yes No No Librarian pointed out to Verbal discussion with complainant; f""'4 

fied (popular teaching trash and complainant that these no further action taken ..... 
0'" 

religion) staff not suit- books are of use to stu- ... 
able to dents in psychology ~. support and sociology ~ 
course {I) 

35. Videotapes No titles speci- Relocation/ Member of Students Yes No No Portions of videos shown Relocate/restrict access to those stu-
fied (sex restricted teaching would use at librarians' meeting, dents who have professor's permis-
therapy) access staff, them as followed by discussion sion 

member ''pornography "= of library shows" -staff since the '< 
full vari- ... 

loC 
ety of sex- QO 

ual activi-
loC 

ties were 
shown 

36. Periodical Playboy Removal Student, Inappropriate, Yes No No Discussion at librarians' Verbal discussion with complainant; 
member not meeting no further action taken 
of library course-
staff related, in 

tatters 
within 
two 
weeks 



Research Patterns and 
Research Libraries: 

What Should Change? 
Peter S. Graham 

A paper by Francis Miksa has suggested that because research patterns have changed, the ser
vices provided by research libraries must change to match them. But the research patterns 
must be evaluated as well as described. Before major changes in research libraries are initiated, 
we must define our goals and relate our activities to them as well as to present research pat
terns. Research libraries need not adapt to all research patterns. 

If it walks like a duck, talks like a duck, looks like a paper, I will begin by reviewing and dis-
duck-it must be a duck.-Proverb cussing Miksa' s major points. In what fol-
Why a duck?-Chico Marx lows I then hope to suggest the jumping-

off point for questions such as, Should 

How are research libraries responding to 
the needs of today's researchers? How 
should they respond? These questions 
beg many more, not the least of which is, 
Why do we do what we do? Early in 1987, 
Francis L. Miksa, an OCLC Visiting 
Scholar and library school professor, gave 
an important speech to a conference of re
search library directors which OCLC has 
produced as Research Patterns and Research 
Libraries. 1 In this paper he suggests that re
search patterns have changed signifi
cantly since World War II and that re
search libraries must change in certain 
ways as well. 

Miksa' s discussion is concise, stimulat
ing, and coherent. One of his essay's great 
merits is its clarity of presentation about 
truths in university research that libraries 
need to contend with. They are not, how
ever, the only truths, as will be developed 
here. In addition, his conclusions need to 
be debated. They speak only of procedure 
and do not address underlying assump
tions and values of our profession; yet it is 
there that the debate must begin. In this 

libraries only react to changes in their en
vironment, or attempt to act upon that en
vironment? If research patterns and re
search libraries are not in harmony, what 
should change? What are our goals? 

A VIEW OF 
RESEARCH PATTERNS 

Miksa' s Research Patterns and Research Li
braries rests on the contrast between what 
research activity is presently like and what 
research libraries presently provide; some 
specific recommendations are presented. 
His first section describes late twentieth
century research patterns, which are sub
sumed under three headings. 

1. Research method as much more quantita
tive: Research has become more formally 
analytic than it was in the past. The re
search process is highly structured, quan
titative methods are more generally em
ployed, and the computer has become 
central. 

2. Professionalization of research: Research 
has become a socially accepted occupa
tional status. Where the rewards used to be 
recognition of scholarliness, now they are 

PeterS. Graham is Associate University Librarian for Technical and Automated Services at Rutgers Univer
sity, New Brunswick, New Jersey 08903. 
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the more worldly forms of status: group 
leadership, travel, grant funds, and salary. 
Research is now preeminently a team pro
cess, driven by funding agencies, and pri
marily applied (rather than pure). 

3. Research as information flow: Research, 
because it is increasingly quantitative and 
analytic, increasingly uses data from other 
studies (and passes data on to more), 
rather than using and passing on formal 
written documents. Communication be-
tween team members is increasingly infor
mal and quick, with concomitant growth 
in the role of gatekeeper. Because most re
search is applied, most disciplinary 
boundaries are blurred. Reports of re
search now serve funding and status func
tions, often reducing their value for fur
ther research and contributing to the 
sense that a complete literature review is 
not necessary. 

This theme of the shifts in research 
methodology was also developed for li
brarians several years ago in an important 
book by Charles Osburn, Academic Re
search and Library Resources. 2 In similar 
terms, Osburn carefully described the 
shift in research emphasis, especially 
since World War II, and how this shift has 
affected collection development in re
search libraries. Some of his points in
cluded the enormous effect of govern
mental policies and funding on research 
structures and goals, the transfer of scien
tific organizational patterns to the social 
sciences, and the increased demand for re
search to solve specific social problems. 

A VIEWOF 
RESEARCH LIBRARIES 

Miksa' s paper characterizes two views 
historically held by research libraries as 
having come to hamper their proper per
formance today. First is the assumption re
search libraries tend to make of "the cen
trality of the idea of a universe of 
knowledge."3 Second is the assumed 
''chief task'' of the current research library, 
which ''in relationship to research is to pro
vide access to documents. " 4 Both descrip
tions of research library views are impor
tant, and the insights drawn from them are 
stimulating. Both of them, I believe, need 
further discussion before we can accept or 
reject these characterizations. 

July 1989 

Research Libraries and 
the Universe of Knowledge 

Miksa amplifies his first point, that of re
search libraries assuming a universe of 
knowledge, by saying that 

The very core of a universe-of-knowledge point 
of view is the assumption that all knowledge, 
whether old or new, is by its very nature a sin
gle, cohesive, interwoven whole. 

Knowledge is, in fact, a unity, a superstruc
ture of all things known that, whether evident 
or not, is naturally ordered or classified in terms 
of its branches or disciplines, subbranches or 
subdisciplines, etc. 5 

New knowledge is, in this view, not only a 
direct product of the old but necessarily · 
becomes a part of the overall unity of 
knowledge. 

"Research has become nondisci
plinary. That is, disciplinary struc
ture is simply not at issue in the re
search process. 11 

In a stimulating passage, the essay de
scribes contemporary research (in the 
aforementioned patterns) as fragmenting 
the world of knowledge. ''Research has in 
fact become increasingly problem
oriented rather than discipline-oriented.'' 
Where some have called much modem re
search interdisciplinary, 

what has really occurred is that research has be
come nondisciplinary. That is, disciplinary 
structure is simply not at issue in the research 
process .... Research has become incredibly 
selective, pragmatic and throw-away in its uses 
of knowledge. Another way to say this is that 
research does not need to be aware of the idea 
of the universe of knowledge to proceed. Re
search does not even much need the universe of 
knowledge organized at all .... 6 

This is a brilliant description, and much 
of it is apparently true. The truly unfortu
nate aspect of the argument is that it ac
cepts the new nondisciplinary research 
behavior as a norm and urges that re
search libraries accommodate to it. The 
earlier sympathetic description of the uni
verse of knowledge could easily lead one 
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to think that Miksa considers this view 
correct and valuable; but without a de
murring word, he appears ready to dis
card it in order to serve those for whom or
ganized knowledge is not a value. 

Whose Knowledge 
Is in Which Universe? 

There is a prior problem with the argu
ment at this point; it is in the description of 
the universe-of-knowledge point of view 
that is ascribed to research libraries. In 
fact, the idea of human knowledge as a 
unity, "a superstructure of all things 
known,'' does not hold up well, either 
philosophically or in practice. I should 
rather say that it holds up philosophically 
only in nonreligious thinking, for of 
course it is fundamental to (for example) 
Buddhist or neo-Platonic thought that the 
universe is one in all respects, and that our 
knowledge of it must mirror that oneness. 

The modem western philosophical tra
dition is considerably more humble; we 
hear little of philosophies that claim to en
compass all knowledge and to explain all 
phenomena (even serious Marxists have 
been quiet on this score for some time). 
The physicists, to take science as an exam
ple, acknowledge that classical scientific 
method fails before fundamental struc
tures of energy and matter: we simply 
don't know (and evidently can't know) 
what happens in any given interaction, 
and must project with the aid of statistics. 
There may yet be a Grand Unified Theory; 
Einstein thought there was, and Hawking 
thinks there is, but there was a long 
stretch in between when the idea was be
littled. The deconstructionists, to take the 
humanities, tell us that our understanding 
of what we read is fundamentally flawed 
and probably solipsistic; whatever the au
thor meant is not likely to be what we 
read. Right or wrong, this approach does 
not tell us that knowledge is a unity. 

In terms familiar to librarianship, the 
proposition of a structured universe of 
knowledge can be seen to be in difficulty if 
we consider such disparate evidence as 
Thomas Kuhn's work and creationism. 

Kuhn's Structure of Scientific Revolutions 
makes clear that, far from all knowledge 
being a unity, knowledge leads to an un
derstanding of disunity: as knowledge is 

accumulated in science, it more and more 
leads to a realization of the disparity be
tween what is known and what was previ
ously understood. 7 Eventually the dispar
ity becomes intellectually too much to bear 
and a paradigm shift occurs, sometimes 
with great intellectual and even political 
upheaval. A whole body of what was con
sidered knowledge becomes "known" to 
be error, or at the least to be interpreted 
quite differently. To understand Kuhn's 
approach is to understand the ephemeral
ity of worldviews and of a structured uni
verse of knowledge. Libraries often, it is 
true, have collected as if there were a struc
tured universe of knowledge; given the 
changes in worldviews over the genera
tions, the result is that in our house there 
are many mansions. 

At a more practical level, the recent de
bate in a popular library journal on where 
to classify creationism points up the way 
in which libraries do not today simply re
gard knowledge as a single unity. Knowl
edge is in the eyes of the beholder: there 
are creationists who deny the Darwinian 
view and the rest of us who regard cre
ationism not as a matter of knowledge but 
as a way of thinking. Each, however, de
serves and requires its place in collections 
representing human thought and culture. 
So do materials on geocentrism, spoon 
bending, racism, and the occult; the pa
pacy and atheism; scientific socialism and 
supply-side economics; catastrophism 
and Gondwanaland. An unfortunate con
clusion can be drawn from the proposition 
that human knowledge is a unity on 
which libraries focus; it is that libraries 
should collect only the truth. 

Miksa tells us he has done considerable 
work in classification theory. 8 It may have 
led him astray. Dewey and the other 
nineteenth-century synthesizers gave us 
mechanisms which purport to encompass 
human knowledge. The misleading com
prehensiveness of our classifications, and 
of our subject thesauri, can lead the un
wary to see a theoretical structure behind 
them; in the end these are only attempts, 
brave and helpful but inevitably futile, to 
describe what has come over the intellec
tual transom in all its marvelous variety. 

The fact remains that research libraries 
have collected comprehensively whether 
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or not their librarians have had a view 
about a unified structure of knowledge. It 
is correct to indicate that this breadth of 
collection has been a distinguishing char
acteristic of the great research library in 
the past. As suggested earlier, Miksa ap
parently is ready to replace this distinction 
in order better to serve those who wish to 
work on the particularities of the moment. 

Research Libraries and Documentation 

The second view within research li
braries that is said to hamper their perfor
mance is their commitment to providing 
access to documents. Librarians are ap
parently misled in two ways: first, they er
roneously believe that documents are a 
primary information input in the research 
process. Second, librarians mistakenly be
lieve that they need only supply access to 
documents, whereas they should some
how be providing the documents them
selves. This combination of errors has, for 
the past decade, led us down the primrose 
path of online catalogs, bibliographic net
works, and the distributed national li
brary.9 

"Teamwork and collegial networks, 
particularly in an electronic mode, 
are causing researchers to use infor
mal reports and only the data hom 
prior studies rather than published 
research outcomes." 

Part of the analysis is persuasive as to 
why much current research is not oriented 
toward documents. First, teamwork and 
collegial networks, particularly in an elec
tronic mode, are causing researchers to 
use informal reports and only the data 
from prior studies rather than published 
research outcomes. Second, present re
search is oriented toward a specific prob
lem at hand, obviating the need to review 
the literature fully if a solution to the prob
lem can be found without doing so. 

Third, and most important, 'I the most 
urgent need facing the research informa
tion flow process is that of information 
management at the point of use.'' In other 
words, there is too much information. In-
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formation management means a filtering 
and organizational process; and (in a 
statement with appalling implications for 
the state of contemporary scholarship) 
11 the chief difficulty here is that the re
searcher . . . has neither the time, the in
clination, nor the skill to do this .... 1110 

It would have been helpful to have had a 
more consistent use of the term document. 
In the discussion of research patterns it 
reasonably appeared to mean the repre
sentation of information in any of a variety 
of forms, including electronic; but when 
Miksa is criticizing the libraries' orienta
tion, he says that II documents are, after 
all, physical materials. 1111 Having set up 
this straw man, he then describes libraries 
as only concerned with providing access 
to physical objects that they can count and 
control (i.e., printed volumes). This fairly 
assesses the mind-set of some librarians, 
but no longer of the majority of leading re
search librarians. For years now many of 
use have been providing information re
trieval services and experimenting with 
telefacsimile, not to mention countless re
ferrals to other sources for information not 
held locally. On campus after campus li
braries and computer centers are meeting 
to discuss how to use the institution's 
computing facilities and information skills 
to provide patrons with the research infor
mation they need-not just documents
regardless of the form in which it ex
ists.u,13 

For most research librarians a document 
is no longer defined simply as a physical 
item owned by a given library, though it 
certainly helps to know where a copy 
might be. A more interesting discussion of 
what libraries should now provide might 
be centered around a more precise defini
tion of document-one that doesn't de
pend on physical manifestation. The issue 
has come up recently in a number of fo
rums of librarians grappling with how to 
provide machine-readable data to college 
and university patrons. The differences 
expressed on this issue represent in minia
ture the issues facing librarianship at 
large. For example, participants in theRe
search Libraries Group (RLG) experiment 
funded by the Pew Foundation met at San 
Antonio in 1987 to share experiences. One 
difference between institutions was what 
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machine-readable data files (MRDFs) 
were included in their catalog. Some insti
tutions only included MRDFs that were 
fully documented and distributed by a rec
ognized agency; on the other hand, some 
included work in progress and recently 
developed programs by local faculty 
members. 

Increasingly, there has been an under
standing that electronic information can 
include the same full range of unpub
lished, prepublished, and published work 
as print materials. One proposal that 
makes sense has been for libraries to pro
vide access only to electronic information 
represented by published work, much as 
we have traditionally done for print (and 
other nonprint) materials. The definition 
of publication must be rediscussed to take 
into account new circumstances, but 
surely it will include matters such as for
mal dissemination, multiplicity of copies, 
consistent or standard format, self
documentation, authorship responsibil
ity, and the nature of the publishing 
agency. (Other influential practitioners, 
such as Peggy Seiden of Carnegie-Mellon 
University's software project, think that 
such a definition is unnecessarily con
straining.) 

It certainly makes sense for a library to 
provide access to prepublished data in 
some way (e.g., the RLG joint project with 
the Modern Language Association). 
Miksa is advocating that a research library 
has a responsibility to provide access to 
gestating research in the same way it does 
for what have classically been the prod
ucts of research. Such a position has impli
cations for the acquisition and preserva
tion of the intellectual record. There are 
also serious implications for the resources 
that must be diverted from other library 
purposes, for the patron and for the li
brary professional, and for the research 
process itself. Here are issues that need 
discussion in and beyond the profession, 
and that will shed light on whether docu
ment provision is tnily a limiting feature 
for present research libraries. 

ARGUABLE CONCLUSIONS 

The conclusions of Miksa' s paper derive 
from ''the need to adopt a revised per
spective about research patterns'' in order 

''to shape technology and research library 
goals."14 First, to replace the view that 
there is a universe of knowledge, libraries 
and librarians must change their approach 
to match the world of research. If research 
is indeed nondisciplinary, but research li
braries continue to assume the interrela
tionship of disciplines implied by the uni
versality of knowledge, then libraries are 
working at cross-purposes with those us
ing them. Libraries (and librarians) 
should, therefore, focus their resources to 
''more closely match the research actually 
being done rather than ideal coverage of 
the entire structure of knowledge" or of 
any of its sectors. One approach is to move 
to demand-driven acquisition in place of 
long-range collecting plans.15 

Second, to replace the emphasis on doc
ument access, library personnel must rad
ically change the work they do in order to 
perform "information management" for 
research projects. Libraries should, in 
some active way, be providing the texts 
themselves, not simply access to the texts. 
And not only should the library mecha
nisms provide full texts, but librarians 
should become part of the research teams. 
Given a view of present research as team 
oriented, working most often on applied 
topics with the need to eliminate un
wanted material as much as to find neces
sary information, librarians should be sec
onded to the teams to do this work: ''I . . . 
mean distributed personnel whose task 

· must be done in the context of the research 
activity, not simply personnel who look in 
on research efforts now and then.' ' 16 

These are recommendations to change 
fundamentally the way research libraries 
and research librarians work: research li
braries should eschew being libraries of 
record, and research librarians should 
take on entirely new tasks. But properly to 
found such recommendations, there must 
first be a discussion of goals and their con
comitant values; to my perception these 
are absent from Miksa' s paper. Goals and 
values must now be introduced. 

The first thing that must be said is that 
Miksa' s picture of research is very de
pressing. We see an academe full of nar
row opportunists who seldom generalize 
as they maneuver for the main chance. 
The universities are apparently full (and 
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only for the past few decades, not before) 
of researchers too timid to spread their 
wings fully and who depend excessively 
on each other as they work to ameliorate 
problems of little lasting import. Re
searchers as a class are either ignorant or 
untrained in reviewing the literature of 
their own field as an integral part of their 
own work, and they do not think it neces
sary. 

Is it true? I doubt it. In this account I look 
in vain for figures like Paul Oskar Kristel
ler, Lewis Thomas, Alice Ostriker, Rich
ard Feynman, Richard Ellman, Stanley 
Schoenbaum, James Watson, Susan Gu
bar, Oscar Handlin, Barbara McOintock, 
or E. P. Thompson. Is it really true that our 
civilization's scholars have neither ''the 
time, the inclination, nor the skill" to do 
their own work? 

''As research librarians we must take 
the stand that it is indeed important 
for national research collections to be 
built that aim at comprehensiveness, 
whether or not we call it an 'ideal cov
erage of the entire structure of knowl
edge.' " 

Related to this depressing view of re
search is that it is an undifferentiated one. 
The term is always research not some re
search. The term is never qualified in the 
paper: apparently there are no differences 
between past and present research, be
tween scientific and humanistic, or be
tween fundamental and applied, much 
less between good and bad. The result is 
that in the essay research loses a descrip
tive sense and becomes prescriptive. The 
essay implicitly becomes one of prescrib
ing what research ought to be, in place of 
its purported intent to describe research in 
order to define library goals. (The words 
scholar and scholarship, by the way, are ab
sent from the essay except where the con
cepts are described as obsolete; but they 
are not, and we as librarians have a re
sponsibility to help assure that they do not 
become so.). 

But let us assume the picture to be, in 

July 1989 

the main, true. Is it right? Is this the kind of 
research that should be done? More im
portant, is it the only kind of research that 
should be done? And which researchers 
should we librarians aim best to serve, 
dedicated as we are to preserving, orga
nizing, and providing the human heri
tage? 

Clearly we need to serve all researchers, 
even bad ones, as best we can. That is not 
to say, however, that we must be passive 
components of the research process. For 
example, as research librarians we must 
take the stand that it is indeed important 
for national research collections to be built 
that aim at comprehensiveness, whether 
or not we call it an ''ideal coverage of the 
entire structure of knowledge.'' 

Libraries should not be market-driven 
institutions. While we need to take cogni
zance of current patterns of use and schol
arship, we must also provide for the fu
ture and for the presently unfashionable. 
If some current researchers do not wish to 
use this cornucopia of knowledge, opin
ion, experience, and data, then that is 
their choice. We can have confidence that 
there are those who will; and even if there 
were not, we know that times change and 
that decades are a short term in the life of 
the mind, and therefore of libraries. 

Miksa argues that we in the research li
braries, and the researchers, are working 
at cross-purposes: "rather like two per
sons working in the same room, perhaps 
at tables near each other, supposedly on 
the same project, but without being fully 
aware of what each other is doing."17 His 
proposal to harmonize the two calls for li
braries to change, to "more closely match 
the research actually being done." But 
from his description, it seems at least as 
desirable that instead, some research 
processes change. 

I also do not think it appropriate for li
brarians to make up for the shortcomings 
of some current researchers by becoming 
handmaidens of their research teams. Li
brarians honorably share, with those who 
make use of knowledge, a division of 
scholarly labor: we serve to acquire, orga
nize, preserve, and make accessible the 
body of human knowledge in all its re
corded forms; we do this for scholars, who 
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make the proper use of it. We have trained 
ourselves in valuable skills which re
searchers aren't required to have, and to 
discard these skills would be to break a 
link in the chain of knowledge transmis
sion. 

As an intellectual citizen, I am left pro
foundly uneasy by a description of re
searchers both unwilling and unable tore
view their own literature without our 
help. If the work is mechanical enough to 
be delegated, professional librarians 
should not be doing it-we need to do the 
difficult work of selection, organization, 
and preservation in the institutional re
pository, for no one else will. If the win
nowing and searching is substantive 
enough, then the researcher should do 
it-or the label researcher loses meaning. A 
competent scholar in most fields should 
feel displaced and aggrieved by someone 
else doing what is fundamentally part of 
his or her job in "filtering" the appropri
ate information. 

WHAT SHOULD WE BE DOING? 

If I do not agree with the propositions 
that research libraries should narrow their 
collections to the work of the moment, 
and that research librarians should be
come information management team 
members on specific projects, what do I 
advocate should be our role? While we 
cannot expect directly to change the re
search patterns that are the result of great 
social and economic forces, we can have 
personal and professional effect. Both li
brarians and other scholars should be 
writing, in their journals and more 
broadly, about the value to society of 
maintaining the full human record in ad
dition to the value of instantaneous avail
ability of selected portions for selected 
scholars. Some of us may even wish to 
join Miksa and Osburn in asserting the im
balanced emphases of current research in 
the terms that they use, but with the aim 
of changing them rather than adapting to 
them. 

In our libraries we need to argue for, and 
make, policy decisions that provide there
search context that we believe is correct. 
This means relying on our professional 
knowledge and values as well as our sense 

of history, and not ceding only to the de
mands of the moment. There is a role here 
for bibliographers with faculty members 
and departments, and for senior library 
administrators in the highest councils of 
our universities. We will find allies among 
faculty and administrators who believe 
that there is value in research beyond spe
cific investigation of particular problems. 

At times we must make controversial 
decisions in collection development, pro
vision of service points, separation or 
combination of collections, and allocation 
of staff resources. The result may be, for 
example, collection decisions that favor 
potential future research rather than spe
cific current work; or staffing decisions in 
favor of preservation of existing materials 
rather than direct assistance in online 
searching, even as we make electronic in
formation available in a variety of forms. 

We need to understand the electronic 
information revolution so that we inte
grate it into our long-standing goal of pro
viding broad information availability. If 
we ignore it, then we demonstrate that 
our heads are in the sand and we will have 
no credibility with researchers who need 
what it provides. If we respond only to the 
siren calls of immediacy, then we will lose 
touch with society's requirements for us 
to organize and preserve knowledge for 
the future. 

We must become clearer about our re
sponsibility to support at least two clien
teles: today' s scholars and tomorrow's. In 
the past what we did for the future scholar 
(collect, catalog, and preserve) more or 
less did the job for the present scholar. For 
years this has been less and less true as the 
immediacy of some literatures, and the 
immediate needs for them, have in
creased, while libraries have continued to 
provide best for monograph-oriented pa
trons. The wide availability of electronic 
information puts this contrast into high re
lief. Many research librarians are helping 
us to address this dual role; more of us 
should be. What we must not do is give up 
one clientele for the sake of the other. As 
Shirley Echelman says, 
So here we librarians stand, Janus-like, guard
ians of the accumulated knowledge of the past 
and guides to the information upon which fu-
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ture knowledge will be built .... Without abro
gating our responsibilities to our collections, we 
must harness the technical means . . . to the 
search for knowledge.18 

We need to argue persuasively and ra
tionally for more resources to do these 
new tasks. Since we will partially fail, as 
there are never enough resources to do all 
of what needs to be done, we must be pre
pared to make hard choices about what we 
can do and what we can't. 19 These choices 
must be made in the context of our long
term goals, and not only to accede to the 
more pressing demands of our momen
tary clienteles, persuasive though they 
may be; we can hear from our future clien
teles only through our own professional
ism. 

At the outset I said that Francis Miksa' s 
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stimulating paper needed to be discussed 
in terms of the underlying values and as
sumptions of our profession. He is right 
that what research libraries are doing no 
longer seems as it once did to match what 
researchers are doing. In the course of my 
appreciation of his perspectives, and my 
disagreements with his conclusions, I 
have introduced some value judgments to 
begin the discussion of why it is that we do 
what we do and what our goals are. As re
search librarians, we need to reformulate 
our goals and values and to debate them, 
for there will be disagreement. Many of us 
need to search again, through the clash of 
such debate, for conclusions that will help 
us guide our profession and therefore to 
shape future scholarship. 
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Genevieve Walton and 
Library Instruction at the 

Michigan State Normal College 
Clare Beck 

From 1892 to 1932, the library of the Michigan State Normal College was directed by Gene
vieve Walton, who developed a one-room, one-person operation into a full-fledged academic 
library. The focus of this paper is on Walton 's development of a course in library instruction for 
students at the college. Using archival records, the paper describes her course in library use, 
her active involvement in the educational process, and her determination that librarians func
tion as college faculty. Walton's work is related to historical patterns of bibliographic instruc
tion, particularly as it developed in normal colleges, and to published assertions about the his
tory of bibliographic instruction. Directions for further research are suggested. 

or forty years, from 1892 to 
1932, the library of the 
Michigan State Normal College 
(now Eastern Michigan 

University) was directed by Genevieve 
Walton, who developed what had been a 
one-person, one-room establishment into 
a library more appropriate to an 
institution of higher education. Walton 
guided the growth of the collection to 
70,000 volumes, consistently one of the 
ten largest collections among teachers 
colleges and evaluated by Edmon Low as 
superior in quality to most of them. She 
developed a full-time staff of eleven and a 
separate library building which, at its 
opening in 1930, was considered 
"sumptuous" in its capacity for 150,000 
volumes and 400 students.1 Walton also 
was a leader of the library profession, 
actively participating in the American 
Library Association and the Michigan 
Library Association of which she was a 
co-founder and first woman president. 
Many testimonials by her contemporaries 
praised her intelligence, professionalism, 
and personal qualities. In recent years, 

Laurel Grotzinger has called attention to 
her career, using the title of one of 
Walton's own speeches, "The Lost 
Librarian," to describe her current 
obscurity as an example of ''how little the 
library profession knows and values its 
heritage. " 2 

An aspect of Walton's career that has 
not been discussed is her work in 
instructing students in library use and 
relating such bibliographic instruction to 
the overall educational mission of the 
college and the status of librarians. 
Exploration of this early effort in 
bibliographic instruction is more than an 
historical curiosity, for it casts light on 
several recent publications in library 
history that are related to how the 
profession perceives itself. One of these, 
Peter Hernon's ''Instruction in the Use of 
Academic Libraries: A Preliminary Study 
of the Early Years as Based on Selective 
Extant Materials," found that the records 
of pre-1914 bibliographic instruction are 
practically nonexistent at the institutions 
he visited. 3 Hernon urges more research 
into the history of library instruction, 
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including efforts to ascertain whether 
''the existence of certain types of archival 
records might provide a more complete 
picture of institutional progr~m~. " 4 

Because the archives of Eastern Michigan 
University include Walton's course notes 
and outlines from 1900 to 1928, as well as 
recollections of librarians who knew her as 
students, such a picture of her approach to 
library instruction is available. 

Another relevant article, Frances 
Hopkins' "A Centu~y of. Bibliog~aphic 
Instruction: The H1stoncal Cla1m to 
Professional and Academic Legitimacy," 
denigrates both women librarians and 
normal college librarians by asserting that 
Melvil Dewey's practical training and 
encouragement of women librarians 
11 depressed the profession" because 
"most of the new library school graduates 
were neither the intellectual nor social 
equals of academic fac~lty. " 5 The 
semiclerical nature of their work, she 
argues, led to the 11 decline. from 
instruction in use of library matenals for 
research to instruction in access 
procedures'' and a shift in emphasis from 
the scholarly approach of Justin Winsor at 
Harvard to ''teaching basic access skills to 
freshmen in normal schools and 
agricultural colleges .''6 

Anita Schiller and oThers have pointed 
out how simplistic it is to argue that 
women depressed the library profession, 7 

and the fallacy of generalizing about 
American higher education from the 
example of Harvard should be obvious. 
Even though Hopkins' assertions are 
questionable at face val~e, it m~y be useful 
to consider them also m relation to what 
Walton actually did in a normal college in 
the early years of the century. Such 
examination will show that she had a 
number of aims that amounted to 
considerably more than what Hopkins 
describes. 

COURSES IN LIBRARY USE 

Walton initiated courses of lectures on 
library use soon after she arrived at the 
college in 1892. Of her initial efforts, we 
have only the description in the 1894-95 
college catalog: 

As heretofore the Librarian has given two 
courses of lectures, one each semester, upon 
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the nature, handling and uses of a library, and 
its collection, with especial reference to the 
Normal School Library. The subjects of the 
several lectures were: 

1. Ancient Writing Material and Manuscripts 
2. Printing and the Printing Press 
3. Libraries 
4. Catalogues and Oassification 
5. Reference Books and How to Use Them 
6. Selection and Buying of Books for Private 

and Small School Libraries. 8 

The catalog also explains, in word~ pre
sumably written by Walton, the rationale 
for the lecture series: 

Every means is employed to make the library a 
working instrument for the school as a whole. 
. . . There are also certain laboratory functions 
of a library which readily respond to .ev~ry 
grade of earnest, investigative, out reaching m
struction. It affords to such students as have 
mastered the handling of books, an open field 
for exploration and comparative studies .... 9 

The lecture series soon evolved into a 
course that met, usually on Saturdays, for 
eight two-hour sessions that were at
tended by ten to fifty students. Credit was 
not granted for the course, but Walton of
fered some strong incentives for students 
to give up their Saturday mornings: only 
those who had taken the course were 
granted access to the library's closed 
stacks and were eligible for employment 
in the library. Thus her classes were likely 
to consist of the more serious, bookish stu
dents who were motivated to learn about 
the library and gain access to the stacks. 
Some may also have had a pecuniary in
terest in a job in the library; though wages 
were modest, students at Michigan State 
Normal College often were dependent on 
part-time jobs to work their way through 
school. Walton emphasized the former 
motivation, telling her students that "in
struction, and the privilege of more gener
ous use of the stacks and the books [was] a 
good equivalent'' for the credits they did 
not receive. 10 Indeed, she seems to have 
used the absence of credits to encourage 
esprit de corps (one of her favorite terms), 
assuring her students that they were an 
elite group of the highest academic stand
ing who had elected to take a noncredit 
course. 

Then, as now, the desirability of credit 
for library instruction was recognized. By 
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not providing credit or connection with an 
existing credit course, Walton probably 
lost opportunities to reach some students. 
There were advantages, however, that re
flect Walton's well-known ability to get 
things done. 11 Given that she had other in
centives to draw students, the absence of 
credit enabled her to avoid the always del
icate process of obtaining approval from 
faculty and administration for any addi
tion to the curriculum. And by connecting 
the course with the selection and prepara
tion of library assistants, Walton justified 
keeping such instruction under her con
trol. 

Walton always emphasized that the 
work experience of student assistants was 
an important part of their education. They 
were not just cheap labor to be trained in 
simple routines. She sometimes carried 
this attitude to extremes, as in her resist
ance to Cutter numbers on the grounds 
that she wanted student shelvers to be 
force to examine each book's author and 
title, not just shelve automatically by 
numbers. Requiring potential employees 
to take her course was a logical reflection 
of Walton's pedagogical approach and 
high expectations of student assistants. 

"Walton was in the mainstream of 
the late-nineteenth-century move
ment to develop libraries as laborato
ries for independent reading, offer
ing an alternative to textbooks." 

Walton did not describe the course as a 
training program for the clerical routines 
of student assistants nor as an introduc
tion to librarianship. Instead, she consist
ently stated, "This course is not to train li
brarians, but to train teachers to use 
books, and to help others to use them. ''13 

Thus, Walton was in the mainstream of 
the late-nineteenth-century movement to 
develop libraries as laboratories for inde
pendent reading, offering an alternative 
to textbooks. She was not just encourag
ing this among college students but was 
trying to train teachers who would make 
library use a part of the education of 
schoolchildren. According to Frederick 

Cleveringa, many students ''became in
terested in books through Miss Walton, 
and if they weren't interested in books 
from the librarian's point of view, at least 
they were better teachers, especially of 
English, than they were before they took 
the library courses. 1114 · 

The class assignments and discussions 
were closely related toW alton's own deep 
interests in art and literature. Walton 
aimed to relate library access to the wider 
world of culture that books and libraries 
represented to her and many librarians of 
her generation. Certainly she had to teach 
basic methods of access to students with 
limited library experience, for as she 
pointed out, ''a large percentage of these 
students have always come from the 
country, or from small towns with noli
braries.1115 Her emphasis, however, was 
always on the broader concept, ''to accus
tom a large body of students to depend 
upon the intelligent use of books in teach
ing. 1116 While practical training of student 
assistants was one of Walton's aims, her 
primary efforts were to relate library in
struction to the college's vocational objec
tive, the preparation of teachers, and its 
wider academic goals of developing stu
dents' cultural awareness. 

A more specific look at the content of 
Walton's course as revealed by her 
1900-28 notes and outlines indicates the 
course covered the standard categories of 
library use: the card catalog, classification 
system, major reference books, and peri
odicals and their indexes. The material on 
the history of books and libraries that was 
part of her early lecture series seems not to 
have been included. Much of the course, 
such as her assignments to review such 
reference books as the World Almanac and 
the Statesman's Yearbook, could be used un
changed today. Walton's teaching cov
ered considerably more, however, and 
two aspects seem to have been at least as 
important as the practical methods of li
brary organization and use. 

BROAD EDUCATIONAL ROLE 
General cultural awareness and encour

agement of serious reading were integral 
to the course. The roll call that began each 
class meeting would include responses to 
assignments such as a report on a book 
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each student would like for Christmas or a 
report on a novel assigned the previous 
week. A lecture might begin with 
Walton's account of a visit to the Freer 
Collection of Art (then located in Detroit}, 
including Whistler's famous Peacock Room; 
the students were then assigned to pre
pare bibliographies on Whistler and the 
Freer Collection. Students did not exam
ine only reference books; they were as
signed to read and discuss the works of 
great poets and novelists. Periodicals 
were not considered only in terms of the 
mechanics of using indexes; attention was 
given equally to the intellectual character 
of the leading periodicals and their edi
tors. In that era, when noted editors were 
closely identified with their publications, 
Walton expected her students to be aware 
of, for example, Ellery Sedgewick' s con
nection with the Atlantic. In addition to as
signments to look up subjects in the Read
ers' Guide, students were expected to 
report on such topics as ''What magazines 
do you read for just pure pleasure, and 
what articles do you read for personal ad
vancement?'~ 

"In the early part of the century, 
guidance in manners and morals was 
an accepted role of the college fac
ulty, and Walton apparently had no 
doubt of the appropriateness of in
cluding it in her library instruction." 

The emphasis on reading was character
istic of Walton, who often was praised for 
her ability to ''discuss books so that you 
can hardly wait to read the ones she talks 
about. " 17 From all accounts, she was a li
brarian who did not particularly distin
guish between the love of reading and the 
work of organizing and processing library 
books. Thus, it was natural for her to inte
grate the teaching of library access with 
her own reverence for literature and her 
basic faith in "the joys and lasting satisfac
tion that come from being fond of 
books.''18 

Another aspect of the course that dem-

July 1989 

onstrated how broadly Walton saw her 
educational role was the emphasis on 
what she called "social ethics," which 
seems to have been an amalgam of advice 
on genteel behavior (don't use toothpicks 
in public}, courtesy (don't look through 
other people's desks), psychology (a dis
cussion of personality types), and invoca
tion of high ideals (as in her final instruc
tion to her students: "Be true. Be loyal. Be 
courteous. Hold high the honor of your 
college."). Much of this seems quaintly 
dated, but, in the context of the times, it 
was the equivalent of the pop psychology 
and how-to advice that bombards us to
day. As Walton urged her students in 1910 
to cultivate a "neat and fresh appear
ance," so today leading graduate schools 
of business and best-selling writers teach 
how to ''dress for success''; both seem ex
amples of our American fascination with 
the possibilities of self-improvement. 
Since the social ethics discussion seems to 
have been scheduled for the middle of 
each class session, Walton may have used 
it to revive interest at a point when stu
dents attention might tend to wander 
from classification or catalog entries. Cer
tainly it shows her confidence in herself as 
an educator who could guide the develop
ment of students' values and personal be
havior as much as she explained the tech
niques of using the library. In the early 
part of the century, guidance in manners 
and morals was an accepted role of the col
lege faculty, and Walton apparently had 
no doubt of the appropriateness of includ
ing it in her library instruction. 

The breadth of Walton's educational ef
fort is best summed up by one of her stu
dents, Wanda Bates: 

She impressed her library students with the im
portance of integrity, a desire to know more 
about literature, a sense of a job well done and 
the importance of high and definite goals in life. 
She was a perfectionist and would not accept 
slovenly work. ... She often presented an ex
cerpt from a book or article and urged every stu
dent to read some of the best in literature .... 
Perhaps most remembered was her ability to 
draw students out as to their desires and ambi
tions. She could give a student in whom she 
was interested a sense of personal worth that 
would hold his admiration for her. She helped 
many students with counsel, funds, and social 
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recognition. She often invited a student or two, 
along with a few adults, to her house for lunch 
... [where she] talked of books, authors, world 
events.19 

This is the description of a dedicated 
and effective teacher who, in the context 
of her time and institution, cannot be con
sidered inferior to Justin Winsor or other 
prominent librarians of that era. In some 
cases, the bibliographic instruction of oth
ers may have been more scholarly in its 
orientation than Walton's, but scholar
ship at that time was not as specialized 
and technical as it is today, and all aca
demic librarians were dealing with stu
dents who did not have much experience 
in using libraries. To a great extent, 
Walton and Winsor and all of the pioneers 
of library instruct~on were following 
Emerson's call for a "professor of 
books, " 20 and the similarities of their ef
forts seem greater than the differences. 

LmRARIANS AS 
COLLEGE FACULTY 

Not surprisingly for one so certain of the 
educational role of the librarian, Walton 
considered librarians full members of the 
college faculty. In the words of her col
league Wanda Bates: 

She did all college librarians a service by estab
lishing her staff as members of the college fac
ulty with all rights and privileges. This position 
was assailed at various times . . . but she stead
fastly maintained that the staff were teachers 
and that to us the student was the important 
part of the college. She never allowed us to for
get that we were expected to participate in col
lege activities so that we could merit this stand
ing.2t 

Indeed, the library's Staff Manual specified 
that librarians were expected to attend 
meetings of the college faculty. 22 

Attendance at professional and educa
tional meetings also was strongly encour
aged. The 1912 Staff Manual even specified 
that two workdays were to be devoted to 
visiting other libraries, in keeping with 
Walton's belief that professionalism in
volved acquaintance with libraries and li
brarians outside the immediate work
place. 23 Francis Goodrich recalled, "She 
was always an office holder of some sort 
and encouraged her assistants to go and 

take part'' in professional organizations.24 

Besides holding office in the Michigan Li
brary Association, Walton was a leader in 
the round table movement, traveling the 
state to bring together small town librari
ans to share information and raise stan
dards. 

Long before graduate degrees.. were 
standard for academic librarians, Walton 
encouraged her staff to pursue graduate 
study at the nearby University of Michi
gan. Frederick Cleveringa explained: 

After we had our bachelors degree . . . we all 
took part time over to the university, pegging 
along on our degrees over there, and Miss 
Walton was quite insistent upon that. She said 
'I don't want you to stagnate, I want you to 
keep on going.' So our schedule was arranged 
so that we could take a two or three hour subject 
over there every semester, and she was quite 
generous in that way. 25 

Besides the intellectual stimulation, grad
uate degrees were important to the librari
ans' faculty status, since the Michigan 
State Normal College faculty had the 
highest proportion of graduate degrees of 
comparable schools and President Mc
Kenney was a nationally prominent advo
cate of graduate training for normal col
lege teachers. 

11 1 She encouraged us to read-and in 
fact we had to read. She would in
quire what we were reading and she 
wanted her staff members to be up to 
date .... That was quite insisted 
upon.'" 

Walton's determination that her staff 
not stagnate was not limited to the quanti
fiable credentials of courses taken and 
meetings attended. Perhaps her greatest 
concern was that her staff keep up their 
reading as avidly as she did. The staff 
manuals stated firmly that 11 a librarian 
must be constant in reading, both general 
and professional, to worthily fulfil his 
work. I ,u, The enforcement of this provi
sion was described by Francis Goodrich: 
"She encouraged us to read-and in fact 
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we had to read. She would inquire what 
we were reading and she wanted her staff 
members to be up to date .... That was 
quite insisted upon.' ,v 

Walton also placed great faith in the ed
ucational value of travel, particularly to 
Europe, where she had studied art as a 
young woman and visited on at least three 
later occasions. Since the college's librari
ans had long summer vacations, Euro
pean travel was another of the things that 
Walton expected. She took her assistant, 
Elsie Andrews, along on several of her 
own trips; and in at least one instance, 
Walton loaned her own money to pay for a 
staff member's summer in Europe, on 
the generous terms that "you can pay 
that back whenever you can, I don't 
care when. " 28 

Clearly, Walton put considerable effort 
into developing a staff that was not likely 
to settle into clerical routines or be per
ceived as inferior to the faculty. While set
ting high standards, she gave both practi
cal support and the example of her own 
dedication as II one who inspired those 
under her by her own untiring devo
tion."29 

WALTON'S WORK AS PART OF 
LIBRARIANSHIP HISTORY 

In relation to the history of librarian
ship, the question is how typical were 
Genevieve Walton's efforts and achieve
ments? Where does she fit in the patterns 
of development of bibliographic instruc
tion, women librarians, and academic li
brarianship? 

Certainly Walton's contemporaries con
sidered her praiseworthy, even excep
tional. But as Grotzinger, Hernon, and 
Mary Niles Maack have pointed out, we 
don't really know all that much about ei
ther the first generation of women librari
ans or the early programs of library in
struction. 30 John Tucker's bibliography on 
pre-1933 library instruction and the U.S. 
Commissioner of Education's 1914 study 
of library instruction show that Walton's 
efforts were not unique, that in fact many 
colleges had comparable or more exten
sive grograms of bibliographic instruc
tion. Much of that instruction was being 
conducted by women librarians in normal 
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colleges. This brings us back to Hopkins' 
assertion that there was a decline from the 
higher sort of instruction at prestigious 
schools to the mere access training in nor
mal colleges. 32 We have seen that Walton's 
efforts at Michigan State Normal College 
amounted to more than that, and we need 
to look more closely at the work of librari
ans in normal colleges as an aspect of li
brary history that has not received atten
tion. 

In 1910, there were 264 normal colleges 
educating more than 88,000 students.33 

Beyond the numbers, it is difficult to gen
eralize, because these schools varied from 
small county-run establishments to lead
ing institutions with full academic pro
grams and facilities comparable to other 
colleges. Though their name and function 
caused them to be categorized as a sepa
rate group, they were not necessarily infe
rior to or even significantly different from 
other schools. At least one aspect of their 
history is particularly relevant to the his
tory of American librarianship. As Egbert 
Isbell points out in his history of Eastern 
Michigan University, a "noteworthy as
pect pf the Normal faculty was the role 
played by women. Free from the long
standing prejudice in major institutions of 
learning against women on the faculty, 
the Normal from the first benefitted by 
this. " 34 He goes on to name some of the 
notable women faculty, including Gene
vieve Walton. Thus, we have Isbell's pic
ture of able women achieving in an atmo
sphere relatively free of prejudice versus 
Hopkins' view of inadequately educated 
women librarians providing second-rate 
instruction. 

As Hernon suggests, researchers in li
brary history need to delve into the ar
chives of the normal colleges, most of 
them now state colleges and universities, 
in search of the records of Walton's con
temporaries. Perhaps we ultimately will 
conclude that library instruction changed 
more in location than quality in the first 
third of the twentieth century, and, as col
lection growth required more attention in 
large university libraries, much of the 
leadership in library instruction shifted to 
normal colleges, where women librarians 
were able to make full use of their abilities. 
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Preserving Special Collections 
through Internal Security 

Gregor Trinkaus-Randall 
Manuscript librarians and archivists continually face the dual responsibility of preserving their collections 
and making them available to researchers. Carefully designed reading room rules and regulations can pro
tect the manuscripts and increase researcher's respect for efforts to preserve historical records. This paper 
examines some of the policies and procedures that can be implemented to minimize the possibility of theft or 
of willful damage to manuscripts by researchers or staff. 

Manuscripts and Archives [Sterling Memorial Li
brary, Yale University] exists to preserve the heri
tage of the past and to make it available to scholars. 
Our regulations are not intended to hamper your re
search but to provide access to the collections in a 
manner which insures their careful preservation. We 
ask readers to consider our books and manuscripts, 
not as a means to a per~onal end, but rather as a per
manent resource . . . . 

''The end of all archival effort is to preserve valuable 
records and make them available for use. Everything 
an archivist does is concentrated on this dual objec
tive. " 2 

Library and archives security is an impor
tant yet often neglected aspect of the nor
mal day-to-day operations of a repository. 
Although archivists are aware of the prob
lem of theft from repositories and damage 
to manuscripts, many feel "it won't hap
pen to me" or "if I ignore the problem 
maybe it will go away.'' Unfortunately 
neither statement is realistic. As Kenneth 
Duckett has emphasized, a curator's ''first 
duty is to his manuscripts-to keep and 
preserve them.' ' 3 By the same token, man
uscripts serve no one if they are kept 
locked in a vault or inaccessible in stacks. 
Making manuscript collections available 
for research exposes them to the possibil
ity of being mishandled, tom, put out of 
order, disfigured or stolen. Consequently, 

archivists face the dual responsibility of 
preserving their collections and yet pro
viding access to them for research. If archi
vists accept this responsibility, they must 
minimize the chances of either theft of or 
damage to the materials. The principal 
method for reducing these possibilities is 
controlled or restricted access to the mate
rials. This paper explains some steps that 
can be taken to address this dual responsi
bility. 

While the physical security of a reposi
tory is crucial to the safety of collections, 
many security issues have more to do with 
policies and procedures than with the 
physical conditions of the building.4 Any 
security program needs to involve, or at 
least keep in mind, the staff, the patrons, 
and the collections. Keys to a program's 
success are staff involvement in its design 
and implementation and good planning. 
Soliciting input from the staff can avert or 
minimize hard feelings and objections be
cause the employees will understand the 
reasons for the rules and regulations. 

Certain questions about a repository's 
current operations are necessary to deter
mine if a security program is needed. How 
many and which employees have master 
and/or vault keys? Are all these keys nec
essary for each area or should there be a 
key sign-out? Is there an employee super-
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vising the reading room at all times? Do all 
chairs face the reference desk? Is the refer
ence archivist situated in a place where he 
or she can easily observe all activity in the 
room and, if not, are there circular detec
tion mirrors situated in the rear corners of 
the room? Is the staff familiar with the 
most efficient way to observe reading 
room activities? Do they tend to limit their 
observations to the center and bottom half 
of the r.oom, or more appropriately do 
they divide the room into quadrants and 
systematically check each area? Do they 
know what to do if they witness someone 
stealing or mutilating a document? Has 
contact been made with the local police 
department to ensure close cooperation 
and a quick response if necessary? 

"'Staff have been held accountable 
for all but 25 percent of library 
thefts.' " 

When working with or hiring staff, it is 
important to emphasize security issues 
and to determine, as much as possible, 
their feelings toward these issues. It has 
been recommended that background 
checks be instituted for selecting special 
collections staff and that employees be 
bonded under a theft insurance plan, 5 es
pecially since ''staff have been held ac
countable for all but 25 percent of library 
thefts. " 6 Staff consciousness of potential 
problems and willingness to enforce rules 
and regulations are crucial to the estab
lishment of a well-rounded program. In 
addition, by ascertaining the employees' 
position on these issues, one can hope to 
minimize the possibility of an archivist be
ing tempted to remove items either for his 
or her own collection or for sale. Unfortu
nately it has happened, for example, 
when a special collections librarian from 
Boston College was apprehended trying 
to sell rare books to Sotheby' s auction 
house in New York. 

Information on reading room proce
dures was requested from twenty-six re
positories across the country to ascertain 
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differences in regulations. Twenty re
sponses were received, for a return rate of 
77 percent (see figure 1). 

Researchers are, after the staff, the next 
group to consider when developing secu
rity procedures. It is crucial that these reg
ulations be applied uniformly to all. First, 
each patron should sign a registration card 
and read and sign the policy statement of 
the repository. This procedure alerts the 
uninitiated and shows that the repository 
cares about its manuscripts and expects 
patrons to do likewise. The policy state
ment also strengthens the archivist's posi
-tion if the patron is seen ignoring the rules 
and regulations. The registration card 
should include spaces for name, address, 
company or institution (when applicable), 
and research topics. This information 
should be checked against some form of 
identification which some institutions re
tain until all materials have been returned 
to the reference desk at the end of the day. 

Personal belongings, inCluding outer
wear, umbrellas, handbags, shoulder
bags, knapsacks, bookbags, briefcases, 
typewriter cases, envelopes and attache 
cases, must be checked outside the read
ing room, in lockers, or at the reference 
desk. Only pencils, notepaper or index 
cards, typewriters (as long as they do not 
bother other researchers), cameras, per
sonal computers (without printers) and 
other material germane to the research as 
determined by the archivist should be al
lowed in the reading room. Some institu
tions provide loose notepaper, some insist 
on notecards only, and some provide 
notepaper with one or more holes 
punched in it. This last precaution is so 
that when the reader exits, his notes can 
be examined for concealed manuscripts by 
inserting a rod through the hole and shak
ing, thus allowing loose manuscripts to 
fall out. If there are several holes in the pa
per, the space between them should be 
small enough so that no manuscripts can 
be hidden. 

Once registered, patrons should be in
terviewed. As recently as the 1960s, most 
researchers would write ahead to the ar
chivist and upon their arrival would 
present a letter or introduction from their 
major professor or another appropriate 
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RESULTS OF TilE SURVEY OF ARCUIVAL HEADING ROOMS (20) 
(The information tabulated below refers only to that which was written 

in the forms provided) 

1. Pencils only 18 
2. Outerwear, etc. left outside, in lockers and/or 

checked at the refe~ence desk 17 
3. Required to si g n a registration card 17 
4. No marking, leaning on or taking notes on manu~cript 

material 17 
5. ~o smoking, eating or drinking in the reading roo~ 17 
6. Materials to be used in the reading room only 15 
7. Preserve the arrangement of the materials 15 
8 . Researchers' materials to be inspected upon leaving 10 
9. Closed stacks 9 

10. A specific request form is used 8 
11. Ballpoint pens are allowed (at the discretion of 

the archivist) 7 
12. Typewriters, tape recorders and cameras allowed 7 
13. Haterials are to be handled with care 7 
14. Specific photocopy request slips provided 7 
15. One unit (box, folder or volume) at a tioe 6 
16. Repository retains the identification card until 

the reseacher returns the materials and leaves 4 
17. Notecards only 4 
13. Photocopying reque~t may be declined by archivist 

because of size or condition of materials 4 
19. :~e g ister daily 3 
20. Briefcases are allowed in the reading room 2 
21. Personal computers are permitted in the reading room 2 
22. Self-service photocopying 2 
23. Keep manuscripts flat when using 2 
24. Acid-free place markers provided by tile repository 2 
25. No notepads permitted 1 
26. No cameras allowed 1 

FIGURE 1 
Results of the Survey on Archival Reading Rooms (20) 

contact. Now this occurs only occasion
ally. Therefore, the initial interview serves 
as an introduction for both parties. There
searcher can take advantage of the cura
tor's knowledge of the collections and of 
other research in the field, and the archi
vist can learn about the researcher's topic. 
The curator should explain the reposito
ry's guides, finding aids, card catalogs, 
and services and introduce the reader to 
any other staff who might be of assistance. 
The interview should be informative, po
lite, clear, and helpful. The curator should 
assist and direct the patron based on the 
latter's research and not try to modify his 
or her topic. The interview should not be 
chatty. On the other hand, it is an art to 
conduct an efficient interview when read
ers want to talk at length about their re
search. 

permitted, usually only one folder is al
lowed to be open at a time. Everything 
must be examined while lying flat on the 
table and consistently handled with care. 
Not only is there less chance this way of a 
researcher tearing an object, but this pro
cedure also allows the reference archi
vist's view of the reading room to remain 
unobstructed. It should be made clear to 
all researchers that no marks can be made 
on the manuscripts and that they must not 
lean, trace, or take notes on any material. 
The original order of all collections must 
be preserved. When finished with a 
folder, the reader should replace it in the 
box in its proper order. When research is 
completed on the materials in a box, it 
should be returned to the desk and an
other retrieved. No researcher should be 
allowed to work after hours unsuper
vised. All materials should be returned to 
the reference desk at the end of the day 
and checked by the archivist. If the reader 
has not completed his or her work on cer
tain manuscripts, these may be placed on 

Some institutions specifically limit the 
amount of material a researcher can exam
ine at one time. Often a large number of 
boxes or folders will be retrieved and re
tained at the reading room desk. If a box is 



reserve until the next day. If the staff has 
retained a form of identification at the time 
of registration, they should return it after 
examining the returned materials. 

Many institutions provide photocopy
ing services for their patrons. Although 
some repositories allow self-service pho
tocopying, most do it for their patrons, 
and restrictions usually apply. Archivists 
consistently retain the option to deny per
mission if the materials are too fragile or 
are too large for the machine. Also, several 
institutions limit copying only to certain 
hours, thus relieving the staff of numer
ous trips to the photocopy machine 
throughout the day. 

Although a wide range of restrictions 
has been enumerated, patrons, particu
larly after the rules have been explained, 
are usually more than willing to cooper
ate. Occasionally a researcher will insist 
that something is out of place or in the 
wrong collection. At that point the archi
vist should be firm and calm. As men
tioned earlier, all security procedures 
must be applied uniformly and enforced. 
If a patron is allowed to bully the archivist 
into relenting, then a precedent has been 
set regarding other patrons, and the col
lections may be in greater danger of muti
lation or theft than before. 

"It is essential to compile an accurate 
inventory or register that, while not 
providing a description of every 
item, allows a document to be placed 
in context.'' 

There are numerous ideas concerning 
the safety of collections. One of the most 
helpful procedures in safeguarding collec
tions is complete and accurate record 
keeping and the development of thorough 
finding aids. Complete accession and cat
aloging records that provide an accurate 
description of the provenance and the ma
terials are crucial. As the items or collec
tions are processed, it is essential to com
pile an accurate inventory or register that, 
while not providing a description of every 
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item, allows a document to be placed in 
context. Item-level lists of citations (not 
complete descriptions) to particularly 
valuable items can be placed in appen
dixes to the register or in the archivist's 
control file (see figure 2). Unprocessed or 
partially processed collections, if accessi
ble to researchers, may be good targets for 
theft. 

Materials of significant monetary value 
can create a problem for the archivist. If 
there are few, some institutions photo
copy them, put the photocopy in the col
lection, and shelve the original in its own 
folder in a vault or another safe place. This 
procedure has created problems for some 
archivists who believe that separating 
items destroys the concept of provenance 
for the collections. 

Another way to safeguard these valu
able items is to put each in its own folder 
that can be checked each time a box is 
given to and returned by a researcher. If, 
however, neither of these options is desir
able or possible given the size of the collec
tions, some archivists have found it pref
erable to microfilm the whole collection 
and make the microfilm available to there
searchers. Often this last option is not via
ble, usually for financial or staffing rea
sons. Most often archivists will probably 
choose to take none of the above actions 
but will instead rely on the rules and regu
lations and observation of the researchers 
to protect the collections. 

Marking collections has proved to be a 
deterrent to theft, and it is also good legal 
proof of ownership. On the other hand, it 
can disfigure and ruin the aesthetics of the 
document. Over the years there have been 
three main methods of marking docu
ments: embossing, punching or perforat
ing, and stamping with ink. 

Embossing can result in partial oblitera
tion of information. It is also a cumber
some, time-consuming procedure that can 
damage the paper fibers and, therefore, 
tends not to be very popular. Punching 
holes or perforating the document was 
once quite common but has since fallen 
completely from favor. Stamping with ink 
remains the final option. Both the Na
tional Archives and the Library of Con
gress have used this method for many 



452 College & Research Libraries July 1989 

Crowninshield Family Papers, p.26 

APPENDIX IV 

Benjamin W. Crowninshield Non-Family Correspondence 

Below are listed citations to correspondence received by Benjamin W. 
Crowninshield from individuals of national significance. Biographical 
information for each correspondent is given relative to the dates of the 
correspondence in this collection . All items are original unless identified 
otherwise. 

Bainbridge, William - (1774-1833) Fmr. Commander USS Constitution; Est. first 
US Nava 1 Schoo 1 at Boston Navy Yard. 

7/9/1816, 7/15/1816, 7/19/1816, 7/29/1816, 8/6/1816, 8/9/1816, 
9/18/1816, 10/19/1816; 10/21/1816, 6/30/1817, 7/14/1818, 7/7/1819. 

Calhoun, John C. - (1782-1850) · US Secretary of War, 1817-25. 

2/18/1824 

Clay, Henry - (1777-1852) US Secretary of State, 1825-29. 

2/9/1826, 3/18/1827, 4/22/1836, 7/1/1839. 

Dallaa, A.J. - (1759-1817) US Secretary of the Treasury 1814-16, Acting 
Secretary of War, 1815-16. 

3/21/1815, 5/25/1815, 5/29/1815, 6/8/1815, 8/7/1815, 8/13/1815, 
9/12/1815, 12/15/1815, 6/22/1816, 7/27/1816, 8/12/1816, 8/13/1816. 

Dearborn, H.A.S. - (1783-1851) Collector, Boston Custom Houoe, 1812-29; US 
Representative, 1831-33. 

1/7/1814, 4/10/1815, 4/12/1815, 8/17/1815, 11/17/1815, 11/29/1815, 
11/30/1815. 12/20/1815. 12/1815. 1/25/1816. 7/22/1816. 12/13/1816. 
3/16/1818, 11/2/1821, 12/10/1823, 3/5/1824, 4/8/1824, 5/4/1824, 
6/7/1824, 6/13/1824, 2/17/1825, 2/18/1825, 2/17/1826, 12/18/1827, 
1/2/1828, 2/18/1829, 2/20/1829, 2/24/1829, 12/25/1829, 10/5/1830, 
12/19/1830. 

Decatur, Stephen - 0779-1820) Served in expedition to Algeria in 1815 and 
negotiated peace with the Barbary Pirates. 

3/20/1815, 5/30/1815, 7/5/1815, (To Johnston Verplanck, 5/30/1816), 
6/14/1816. 8/1/1816. 8/2/1816. 

Decatur, Susan - Wife of Stephen. 

2/25/1815, 12/27/1824, 1/1825, 12/28/1827, 11 n.d. 

FIGURE2 
Appendix IV. Benjamin W. Crowinshield Non-Family Correspondence 

years. Stamping, if used properly with 
visible or invisible ink, should result in 
minimal damage, especially since the rec
ommended size of a stamp is only 5/8 of an 
inch in diameter. The key is to use ''an ink 
that is nonfading, ineradicable with sol
vents or bleaches, neutral or slightly alka
line in pH, essentially nonbleeding and 
nonmigratory, stable at heat up to 300°F, 
[resistant] to light for at least one hundred 
years, and slow drying on the stamp pad 
but fast drying on the document."7 Since 
such inks are not available commercially, 
the Preservation Office of the Library of 
Congress, in conjunction with the Gov
ernment Printing Office, has developed 
one and offers it free of charge. 

their manuscripts, opinion varies as to 
where the stamp should be placed. In 
March 1982, the Rare Book and Manu
scripts Section of the Association of Col
lege and Research Libraries published 
guidelines for marking rare books and 
manuscripts in College & Research Libraries 
News as an appendix to ''Guidelines for 
the Security of Rare Books, Manuscripts 
and Other Special Collections (Draft II).' ' 8 

Some problems do exist with stamping, 
but they deal mostly with time, staffing 
and aesthetics. Most institutions do not 
have the staff or the time to stamp all the 
documents they own or even a significant 
part of them. For example, in 1966, "the 
archivist of the United States [James B. 
Rhoads] estimated that it would take five Among those institutions that do stamp 



thousand man-years and cost twenty mil
lion dollars to mark the holdings of the 
National Archives. " 9 Consequently, the 
decision to mark the collections, or part 
thereof, necessitates careful planning. 

Librarians and archivists should be fa
miliar with the laws that address thefts 
from repositories, especially since they of
ten vary from state to state. For example, 
in Massachusetts thefts from private insti
tutions are prosecuted under normal crim
inal law. However, Chapter 196 of the 
Acts of 1986 of the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts amends the general law to 
make it a crime to conceal intentionally or 
to remove without authorization public 
records of any jurisdiction. It also states 
that if any custodian of public records 
thinks that a theft is being committed, he 
or she has the authority to detain the sus
pected thief until the police arrive, with
out being charged with false arrest. 10 By 
comparison, the State of Virginia has 
passed an extensive law defining the pen
alties for "injuring or destroying books 
and other property of libraries" (Class I 
misdemeanor), for the "concealment of 
book or other property while on the prem
ises of library; removal of book or other 
property from library" (larceny), for the 
''exemption from liability for arrest of sus
pected person,'' and for ''failure to return 
book or other library property.''11 

The Wisconsin law, based upon the Vir
ginia one, added an additional feature: 
''The offense of library theft is graded, de
pending on the value of the materials , 
taken: less than $500 is a Class A misde
meanor; $500-$2,500 is a Class E felony; 
and more than $2,500 is a Class C fel
ony. " 12 At the federal level, Public Law 
771 of June 25, 1948, of the 80th Congress 
(Title 18 of the United States Code, Sec
tion 2071) states that ''Whoever willfully 
and unlawfully conceals, removes, muti
lates, obliterates, or destroys, or attempts 
to do so, or, with intent to do so takes and 
carries away any record, proceeding, 
map, book, paper, document, or other 
thing, filed or deposited with any clerk or 
officer of any court of the United States, or 
in any public office, or with any judicial or 
public officer of the United States, shall be . 
fined not more than $2,000 or imprisoned 
not more than three years, or both" and 
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"Whoever, having the custody of any 
such record, proceeding, map, book, doc
ument, paper, or other thing, willfully 
and unlawfully conceals, removes, muti
lates, obliterates, falsifies, or destroys the 
same, shall be fined not more than $2,000 
or imprisoned not more than three years, 
or both." 13 

Thus far, the day-to-day operations of a 
repository and that institution's relation 
to its researchers have been discussed. Im
portant security questions also arise in the 
event of a disaster or a fire alarm or drill in 
a repository. In the case of a fire alarm or 
drill, it is crucial that the archivists observe 
that no materials leave the reading room 
in a researcher's possession and that all re
searchers exit the building. There have 
been instances when patrons, because 
they felt that it was "just a fire drill," at
tempted to continue their research. This 
must not be permitted. 

Normally, if a disaster occurs, no one is 
allowed inside the building until the fire 
marshall has inspected the facilities and 
determined that the structure is stable 
enough for people to enter. In such situa
tions, the safety of people comes first. The 
institution's disaster plan should be re
viewed with representatives of the local 
police and fire departments so that poten
tial responses to emergencies can be 
planned and coordinated. The police will 
help keep outsiders away, but they may 
also bar staff from entering. Conse
quently, they should be familiar with key 
staff persons, and an identification or 
badge system should be implemented so 
that staff are not barred from the scene at a 
time when they can be most helpful. In 
fact, badge systems (staff identification) 
are always useful-not just in disaster situ
ations. Maintaining adequate security 
during a disaster can be difficult. Every
one working on the recovery effort should 
be known to at least one person, staff pref
erably. Anyone who is unknown and can
not produce sufficient identification as 
part of the salvage team should be barred 
from the site. 

Because the number of people working 
on recovery can get unwieldy, the choice 
of volunteers should be selective. Volun
teers can be of great assistance if they are 
competent and willing to listen, but too 
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many can make monitoring difficult, thus 
possibly compromising security. No one 
should attempt to restore anything on 
site, because such actions can result in the 
need for far more extensive and expensive 
restorative work later on. 

The dual responsibility of maintaining 
and preserving manuscript and special 
collections and providing access to them 
requires considerable forethought and 
planning. Rules should facilitate research 
and assist in the protection and orderly 
administration of these materials. Librari
ans and researchers share the responsibil
ity for preserving these rare, fragile, and 
unique materials. Any procedures should 
allow access to collections while also en
suring that they are maintained as perma
nent resources. Registering patrons, bar
ring all but essential research materials 
(pencils and paper, typewriters and/or 
computers), imposing limits on the quan
tity of material available to a researcher at 
one time, and determining the ways in 
which it may be used are keys to the 
smooth and safe operation of a special col
lections repository. 

In addition, care must be given to the 
records that document a department's 
manuscript and rare book holdings. The 
most complete accession, cataloging, and 
processing records possible enhance the 
identification and recovery of items that 
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may be removed from the repository with
out authorization. 

Additional measures may help reduce 
the possibility of theft: checking individ
ual folders before and after a box of manu
scripts is provided to a researcher, using 
identification methods such as embossing 
or stamping, and examining researchers' 
possessions as they leave. 

Familiarity with state and federal laws 
regarding theft and/or mutilation of li
brary materials will allow curators to ad
dress problems without overstepping the 
limits of the law. Finally, it is crucial, if and 
when a disaster occurs in a repository, 
that security measures already be in place 
and understood by the institution's staff 
and the police and fire departments. This 
preparation and precaution will avoid em
barrassing and potentially dangerous situ
ations at the scene and allow disaster re
covery activities to proceed smoothly and 
safely. 

The procedures described can usually 
be devised and promulgated inexpen
sively and frequently are more effective 
than sophisticated electronic systems. By 
implementing many of the procedures 
outlined in this paper, special collections 
librarians and manuscript and archives 
curators can greatly reduce the dangers to 
their collections through theft and mutila
tion. 
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The Effectiveness of an 
Information Desk Staffed 

by Graduate Students 
and Non professionals 

Beth S. Woodard 

The effectiveness of an information desk staffed by graduate students and nonprofessionals in 
an academic library was tested using unobtrusive methodology. Data on 164 transactions were 
collected during April and May 1987. While 83.5 percent of the questions were answerable 
with available sources, only 62.2 percent of these were correctly answered. Another 8. 5 percent 
were immediately referred to the reference desk. Relationships-weak, but statistically 
significant-exist between the level of the staff member and both the correctness of answers and 
the quality of referrals. Findings indicate that services would be improved by restructuring 
staffing patterns and strengthening training for particular kinds of questions. 

ibraries increasingly use non
professional staff at reference 
or information desks with the 
idea that a high proportion of 

questions do not require professional ex
pertise.1 Although nonprofessionals 
rarely have formal on-the-job training, 
their performance in answering these easy 
questions is rarely a focal point of re
search. 2 This study attempts to test the 
theory that nonprofessionals and stu
dents can be effective in reference service 
and make appropriate referrals. It is 
hoped that the results will help academic 
libraries in making decisions about estab
lishing and staffing information desks for 
answering simple questions and screen
ing reference questions. Additionally, the 
study presents data on current competen
cies and problem areas to further explora
tion of the effectiveness of particular train
ing methods for specific kinds of 
questions. 

BACKGROUND 
Since 1980, reference staff at the Univer

sity of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign have 
administered an information desk de
signed to handle directional questions; to 
answer some basic ready reference ques
tions using a small collection of reference 
titles; to screen incoming telephone refer
ence questions; and to instruct patrons in 
the use of the automated circulation sys
tem, the online catalog, and the card cata
log. Staff members attempt to answer 
most questions, but are encouraged tore
fer the question if the answer is not readily 
obtainable with the materials at hand. 
Staff members are instructed never to say 
that an item is not owned, but merely that 
they cannot locate it, and to refer the ques
tion to a librarian. 

At first the desk was staffed mainly by 
volunteers from various library depart
ments. Service is now provided by eight 
graduate library school students who hold 

Beth S. Woodard is Central Information Services Librarian and Assistant Professor of Library Administration 
at the University of fllinois, Urbana, fllinois. 
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quarter-time assistantships in the library, 
seven to eight student assistants (most of 
whom are also library school students) 
and two library technical assistants who 
spend about one-quarter to three-eighths 
of their time at the information desk. 

The reference staff and others in the uni
versity library believe that the information 
desk has been successful. A great deal of 
time and effort is devoted each year to the 
planning and coordination of orientation 
sessions and weekly training meetings for 
the staff. 3 Most graduate students re
sponding to an evaluation form each 
spring report a positive learning experi
ence. Use statistics for the information 
desk emphasize the number of directional 
questions that no longer have to be han
dled by professionals. The proportion of 
questions referred to the reference desk 
averages around 9 percent. This is less 
than the 14 percent cited by Beth J. Sha
piro as a significant achievement in her 
study. 4 Like Shapiro, the reference staff 
felt that nonprofessionals ''are able to pro
vide adequate assistance."5 

These positive indicators do not elimi
nate the need for a more formal evaluation 
of the service. First, the general assump
tion of success needs to be tested quantita
tively. Are correct answers being sup
plied? Are appropriate referrals being 
made? Are nonprofessionals attempting 
to do too much and giving misleading in
formation? Is the scope of the information 
desk too broad? Is its function appropri
ately defined? Charles McClure and Peter 
Hernon stress that ''perceptions and as
sumptions about what is thought to be oc
curring in the provision of library services 
should be validated by programs of ongo
ing evaluation research. " 6 

The effectiveness of the training pro
gram also needs examination. Does the 
program need general improvement or 
are there only a few specific areas that 
need improvement? Can the same level of 
competency be achieved with a smaller in
vestment of time and energy? How can we 
measure improvement in training when 
all we have to go on are our qualitative 
perceptions about the program? McClure 
and Hernon stress that "without empiri
cal evidence-evaluation-describing the 
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level of quality provided, it is difficult to 
develop effective and meaningful mana
gerial strategies to improve reference ser
vices."7 

PURPOSEOFTHESTUDY 
In an effort to gain some reliable infor

mation about the effectiveness of service 
provided at the information desk, a study 
was conducted. Information was collected 
on correctness of answers given, levels of 
patrons, types of questions, times when 
reference librarians staff the reference 
desk and two people staff the information 
desk, the level of the staff member, 
sources used to answer questions, appro
priateness of referrals, and patrons per
ceptions. 

''While there are many ways to assess 
reference services, 'true evaluation 
deals with the results or outputs of an 
activity or program.' '' 

METHODOLOGY 
Rationale for the 
Data Collection Method 

While there are many ways to assess ref
erence services, 8 "true evaluation deals 
with the results or outputs of an activity or 
program. Applied to libraries, this means 
that evaluation must deal with the ser
vices users receive ." 9 Inputs (i.e., em
ployee selection, education, orientation, 
and training, and job aids, tools, and 
equipment) cannot be dramatically im
proved without careful analysis or with
out knowledge of the present effective
ness of outputs. 

Because actual on-the-job performance, 
not the potential for service, determines 
how effectively the information desk per
forms its routine functions, the methodol
ogy had to be conducted in an environ
ment as close to the actual as possible. Job 
performance may be evaluated through 
obtrusive methods such as observer dia
ries, self-diaries, interviews, question
naires, the critical incident method, pa-

. tron satisfaction questionnaires, or correct 
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fill-rate estimates by library staff.10
'
11 These 

methods do not consider how the evalua
tion itself may change behaviors.12 Terry 
Weech and Herbert Goldhor found a 
slight but statistically significant differ
ence in the complete and correct answers 
given in obtrusive versus unobtrusive 
tests. 13 

Unobtrusive testing, in which the evalu
ation process is not known to those being 
evaluated and surrogates ask questions 
with predetermined answers, has been 
used in libraries with increasing regular
ity, primarily by educators rather than 
practitioners. Previous uses of this meth
odology are detailed in several reviews of 
the literature. 14 Although various unob
trusive studies have focused on academic 
libraries, only Janine Schmidt's and Peter 
Hernon and Charles McClure's studies 
have used in-person questions.15 While 
Hernon and McClure's proxies were in
structed to seek out professionals, non
professionals may also have been in
cluded but are not identified separately. 16 

Comparative studies of nonprofession..: 
als and professionals have been con
ducted by Charles Bunge, and by Egill 
Halldorsson and Marjorie Murfin, and by 
Murfin and Bunge.1 Bunge found that 
nonprofessionals can accurately and 
quickly answer a wide range of factual ref
erence questions but generally take more 
time to do so than do professionals. 18 

Halldorsson and Murfin focused on inter
viewing skills and found that nonprofes
sionals do about half as well as profession
als with indirect or faulty information 
questions that require more skill in inter
viewing.19 A recent study by Murfin and 
Bunge has shown that ''although para
professional staff can be used at the refer
ence desk in academic libraries with con
siderable success, the service provided by 
such staff may also result in significantly 
lower patron success and satisfaction than 
that achieved by professional librari
ans."20 

The majority of unobtrusive studies 
have dealt exclusively with ready
reference or factual questions. Janine 
Schmidt's study is an exception, because 
general information rather than hard, 
identifiable fact questions was used. The 

present study is unique. It is an unobtru
sive test focused on nonprofessionals at 
an information desk in an academic li
brary. Test questions were asked in per
son, and included directional, procedural, 
bibliographic, and subject-oriented inqui
ries, as well as ready reference questions. 

Su"ogate Patrons 
One hundred surrogates were selected 

to ask two questions each during April 
and May 1987. An unpublished survey of 
information desk users conducted in fall 
1982 by Ellistine Anita Boze found that 84 
percent of the 250 people in the sample 
(eliminating visitors) who came to the In
formation Desk were students (graduate 
and undergraduates combined), 4% were 
faculty, and 12% were staff. The campus 
population in fall 1986 totalled 45,852, 
with 27,199 (59%) undergraduate stu
dents, 9,131 (20%) graduate students, 
2,763 (6%) faculty, and 6,759 (15%) staff. 21 

Because a representation of each user 
group was desirable, a proportional mix of 
40%,30%,20%, and 10%, respectively, for 
undergraduates, graduate students, staff, 
and faculty was devised. It was necessary 
to increase the size of the smallest group 
(faculty) from the previous populations 
(4% and 6%) in order to have a large 
enough sample with which to work. After 
experiencing difficulty in identifying un
dergraduates who were willirig to partici
pate, 5 were replaced by graduate stu
dents, making the total 35 under
graduates, 35 graduate students (70% stu
dents), 20 staff members, and 10 faculty 
for the 100 surrogate patrons. 

Surrogates were selected on the basis of 
level and availability, Jasim Jirhees' crite
ria for proxy selection were also followed 
so that surrogates selected were not out of 
the ordinary, were reasonably articulate, 
and did not think the use of the technique 
was unethical. 22 Although several individ
uals were concerned about the ethics of 
the method, they agreed to participate af
ter being assured that it had been used 
elsewhere, that it was approved by the In
stitutional Review Board, and that the an
onymity of the individual staff members 
would be preserved in any discussion of 
the results. Slightly under half the surro-
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gates participating were male; slightly 
more than half were female. 

Test Questions 

Questions used in the unobtrusive eval
uation were actual questions recorded 
during 1986. They were examined and 
grouped into five categories: (1) biblio
graphic (whether the library owned a par
ticular book or journal with a known title 
or author); (2) research guidance (how to 
find information on a particular subject); 
(3) procedural or instructional (request for 
information on, for example, how to use 
the online catalog; how to get photocopy 
charge cards; loan policies; or how to 
charge, renew, or reserve items on the on
line catalog; interpretation of online cata
log records was also included in this cate
gory); (4) ready reference (requests for 
brief, factual information such as tele
phone numbers, addresses, book prices, 
zip codes, and locations or phone num
bers of offices on campus); and (5) direc
tional (location of library facilities, collec
tions, or staff; requests for hours, pencils, 
staplers, change, phone, copiers, and sim
ilar inquiries). 

Two hundred questions were selected, 
40 from each category. Because these were 
actual questions, citations were often in
adequate, subject requests were often 
confused and imprecise, and ready refer
ence questions were sometimes unan
swerable. These questions were used in
tentionally because it was important to 
test the accuracy of referrals. Questions 
were only asked in person and not over 
the telephone. 

Timing of Inquiries 

The information desk is staffed all the 
hours the library is open. Two staff mem
bers are used only at peak periods. The 
reference desk is staffed fewer hours. Be
cause staffing patterns might affect accu
racy of service, length of time taken to an
swer questions, and appropriateness of 
referrals, times were selected to reflect the 
following situations: (1) single staffed, li
brarian present; (2) single staffed, no li
brarian present; (3) double staffed, librar
ian present, and (4) double staffed, no 
librarian present. Because the last situa
tion only occurs on Sunday evenings, it 
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was eliminated as a category in final test
ing. 

Reporting of Results 

Report forms were prepared for each 
question. Each participant received an in
struction sheet and two report forms. 
Once the questions were recorded on the 
report forms, the questions were ran
domly paired with staffing levels and sur
rogate patron status and sex so that they 
were evenly distributed. For example, of 
the 40 bibliographic questions, 14 were as
signed to undergraduates, 14 to graduate 
students, 8 to staff and 4 to faculty. The 14 
undergraduate questions were randomly 
assigned to the three staffing levels to be 
tested, so that no category of questions 
was asked predominantly by one status 
level of surrogate or during a time with a 
particular level of staffing. Report forms 
were also coded for the surrogates' status 
and sex, the type of question, and the 
staffing level of the information desk. In 
addition, the time to ask the question was 
written on the form. Sometimes surro
gates were given ranges of hours and days 
that questions could be asked within a 
staffing level in order to accommodate 
busy schedules. 

Questions were paired according to 
times and content. For example, a biblio
graphic question might be paired with a 
directional or a procedural question. 
Every effort was made to avoid pairing 
two research assistance questions. Some 
surrogates were able to make only one trip 
to the library, as both questions were to be 
asked during the same staffing level time, 
while others were required to ask their 
questions at two different times. If regular 
users of the information desk served as 
surrogates, an attempt was made to en
sure consistency between the user's level 
of sophistication and the level of sophisti
cation suggested by the question. 

The recording form asked surrogates to 
report whether the information desk staff 
asked questions to clarify the inquiry or re
quested further information before pro
viding an answer: the content of these ex
changes was recorded, and the answer to 
the test question recorded. Surrogates 
also noted if the staff gave the source of 
the answer or indicated how the informa-
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tion was found. If the test question could 
not be answered, surrogates recorded 
whether they were referred elsewhere for 
further assistance and specified to what or 
to whom the referral was made. 

Surrogates were also asked to rank on a 
scale from one to five the staff's friendli
ness, quickness, politeness, helpfulness, 
interest, enthusiasm, and competence. Fi
nally, surrogates were asked to note the 
amount of time that elapsed between ask
ing the question and receiving the answer. 

After all forms were turned in, the su
pervisor of the information desk took all 
revised desk schedules and coded them 
for level of individual staff (graduate assis
tant, student assistant, and library techni
cal assistants). The research assistant then 
took coded schedules and compared them 
to report forms so that neither person in
volved in the project could associate a par
ticular question and answer with a specific 
individual. However, types of staff could 
be identified. 

FINDINGS 
Response rate 

Of the 200 question forms, 164 were re
turned and were usable, for a response 
rate of 82 percent. The 36 remaining forms 
could not be used for one of several rea
sons: the questions were asked at the 
wrong service desk, report forms were 
lost, report forms were not returned, or 
the surrogate recognized the staff member 
and did not ask the question. 

Accuracy of Answers 

Table 1 shows the number of correct re-

sponses by the type of question. In the 
strict sense, 62.2% were answered cor
rectly. According to written guidelines for 
information desk personnel, however, re
ferrals are considered to be a correct re
sponse. Consequently, the broader con
cept of correct handling of the question 
may be a truer measure of accuracy than 
correct answering. When combined into 
two categories of acceptable responses, 
i.e., correct answers and immediate refer
rals to reference, and unacceptable re
sponses, i.e., no answer, or an incorrect or 
only partially correct answer, a different 
picture emerges. For instance, biblio
graphic questions were handled correctly 
60% of the time, ready reference questions 
67.6%, and subject questions 64% when 
this criterion of accuracy is used. While 
subject responses could use some im
provement (although partially correct an
swers were not paired with subsequent re
ferrals at this point), it is obvious that 
more attention needs to be given in the 
training program to bibliographic ques
tions and ready reference questions. 

Ability to Answer 

Of the 164 questions, 83.5% could be an
swered completely at the information 
desk using available sources, as detailed 
in table 2. The breakdown by type of ques
tion indicates that subject questions can be 
handled least well, although a large num
ber can be partially answered. Comparing 
the questions answered correctly as listed 
in column 1 of table 1 with the questions 
capable of being answered correctly as 
listed in column 1 of table 2, it is apparent 

TABLE 1 
Correctness of Answer by Type of Questions 

Type of question Correct Partially Incorrect No answer Referred Row 
correct total 

Bibliographic 20 (57.1) 5 (14.3) 5 (14.3) 4 (11.4) 1 ( 2.9) 35 
(19.6) (23.8) (27.8) (44.4) (1.7) (21 .3) 

Subject 9 (32.1) 6 (21.4) 2 ( 7.1) 2 ( 7.1) 9 (32.1) 28 
(8.8) (23.8) (11.1) (22.2) (64.3) (17.1) 

Procedural 24 (72.7) 4 (12.1) 5 (15.2) 33 
(23.5) (19.0) (27.8) (20.1) 

Ready reference 20 (59.0) 4 (11.8) 5 (14.7) 2 ( 5.9) 3 ( 8.8) 34 
(19.6) (19.0) (27.8) (22.2) (21.4) (20.7) 

Directional 29 (85.3) 2 ( 5.9) 1 ( 2.9) 1 ( 2.9) 1 ( 2.9) 34 
(28.4) (9.5) (5.6) (11.1) (7.1) (20.7) 

Column totals 102 (62.2) 21 (12.8) 18 (11.0) 9 ( 5.5) 14 ( 8.5) 164 
100.0 

Figures in parentheses to the right of raw numbers represent row percentages. Figures in parentheses below raw numbers represent 
column percentages. 
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that by type, of those questions capable of 
being answered at the information desk, 
63% of ready reference questions, 65% of 
bibliographic questions, 75% of subject 
questions, 83% of procedural questions, 
and 91% of directional questions were an
swered correctly. Table 1, then, can mis
lead without consideration of how many 
of those questions have the potential to be 
answered at the information desk. 

"Sources most heavily used were the 
online catalog, ready reference 
sources, and the rolodex (a file of lo
cal information and procedures). The 
card catalog was the most underuti
lized source available at the Informa
tion Desk.'' 

Use of Available Sources 

Sources most heavily used were the on
line catalog, ready reference sources, and 
the rolodex (a file of local information and 
procedures). The card catalog was the 
most underutilized source available at the 
information desk. A correct source was 
available, but not used, 16.5% of the time 
(27 questions). An examination of these 
questions showed that several depended 
on the use of ready reference sources, 
such as World Almanac or Commonwealth 
Universities Yearbook, but that several could 
have been answered at least partially by 

July 1989 

use of the card catalog. 
The University of lllinois' online catalog 

contains entries for materials cataloged via 
OCLC since 1975. No retrospective con
version has been done, so subject access to 
older materials is exclusively through the 
card catalog. Quite often the information 
desk staff would search the online catalog 
for appropriate materials but would fail to 
search the card catalog, even when the 
topic (such as the Civil War) suggested 
that there should logically be many entries 
there. Responses of this type on the part of 
the staff were coded as partially correct. 
As Denis Grogan has pointed out, 
material-finding queries that require the 
presentation of a range of information on 
the topic have neither a single definitive 
answer nor a point at which the search can 
be described as complete.23 Unless the pa
tron specifically was instructed to say 
"something on" or "a book about," 
which indicated less than a comprehen
sive search, all answers that did not in
clude a referral to reference or an appro
priate subject library were coded as 
partially correct. 

Frequency and Accuracy of Referrals 

One hundred and two questions were 
correctly answered, so that the other 62 
questions should have been referred. As 
table 3 shows, of the 62 questions needing 
referral, only 39 referrals were made, or 
63%. A total of 50 referrals were made, in
cluding 11 cases in which staff members 
correctly answered the questions and also 
made appropriate referrals. If the 50 refer-

TABLE2 
Questions Answerable at the Information Desk by Type of Question 

Type of question Answerable a:s~f:le Not answerable Row 
total 

Bibliographic 31 (88.6) 1 ( 2.9) 3 ( 8.6) 35 

Subject 
(22.6) (6.7) (25.0) (21 .3) 
13 (46.4) 12 (42.9) 3 (10.7) 28 

Procedural 
(9.5) (80.0) (25.0) (17.1) 
29 (87.9) 2 ( 6.1) 2 ( 6.1) 33 

Ready reference 
(21.2) (13.3) (16.7) (20.1) 
32 (94.1) 2 ( 5.9) 34 

Directional 
(23.4) (16.7) (20.7) 
32 (94.1) 2 ( 5.9) 34 

Column totals 
(23.4) (16.7) (20.7) 
137 (83.5) 15 ( 8.1) 12 ( 7.3) 164 (100.0) 

100.0 
Figures in parentheses to the right of raw numbers are row percentages. Figures in parentheses below the raw numbers are column 

percentages. 
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rals are considered, 70% (35) of all referrals 
made were correct. However, when one 
considers that only 24 of the 39 referrals 
made in the 62 instances where referral 
was needed were correct referrals, 38.7% 
of needed referrals were correct. The 
present study found that nonprofession
als referred 62.9% of the questions they 
could not answer or could only partially 
answer. 

These findings compare favorably with 
those of Halldorsson and Murfin that non
professionals referred or consulted on 
only 28% of the questions they were un
able to answer. 24 Marcia Myers found that 
27.6% of 282 respondents who failed to 
find acceptable answers to telephoned 
questions made referrals. 25 Similarly, in 
Hernon and McClure's study of docu
ments libraries, only 56 referrals were 
made for 213 unanswered or incorrectly or 
partially answered questions, for a 26% re
ferral rate. 26 Even though Myers, and 
Hernon and McClure found similar refer
ral rates (27.6% and 26%, respectively) to 
Halldorsson and Murfin's 28%, total com
parability with the present study is not 

. possible, since Myers used telephone 
questions and Hernon and McClure stud
ied specialized reference services. 

Referrals were most often absent for en
compassing subject requests where book 
materials in the online catalog were identi
fied but the patron was not informed that, 
with additional assistance, more informa
tion might be found in periodical articles. 
Because surrogates were not asked to rec-

ord follow-up questions, no conclusions 
can be drawn as to whether requests for 
clarification increased referrals for parti
ally answered questions. 'Z7 

Referrals made by graduate assistants 
were 83.3% correct, those made by stu
dent assistants were 74.3% correct, and 
those made by library technical assistants 
were 54.4% correct. Fifty-eight questions 
could not be coded for staff level because 
of double-staffing using combinations of 
the three staff levels. The assumption had 
always been that the library technical as
sistants, as long-term, full-time employ
ees, would know the library better than 
the other groups. While this assumption 
may be true, this experience may give 
them a false sense of security about their 
knowledge of the library. Because student 
assistants usually work fewer hours and 
have not participated in the more orga
nized formal training, their lower rate of 
correct referrals is understandable. Grad
uate assistants also work at the reference 
desk and thus have a better idea of what is 
contained in the reference collection. 
Probably the most important factor, 
though, is that library technical assistants 
staff the information desk during weekly 
meetings, so that student assistants and 
graduate assistants may all attend. This 
exclusion from weekly meetings may be a 
significant factor in the quality of referrals, 
because there is not as much formal op
portunity to ask questions, to receive feed
back, to hear about other units, or tore
ceive instruction in new procedures. 

TABLE3 
Referrals Made for Types of Answers 

Types of answers Correct 

Correct 11 (11.0) 
(31.4) 

Partially correct 5 (24.0) 
(14.3) 

Incorrect 2(11.0) 
(5.7) 

No answer 7 (78.0) 
(20.0) 

Immediate referral 10 (71.0) 
(28.6) 

Column totals 35 (21.0) 

Total referrals (columns 1,2,3) = 50 

Quality of Referrals 
Partially Incorrect 
correct 

3(14.0) 1 ( 5.0) 
(43.0) (12.5) 

4 (29.0) 
(57.0) 

6 (33.0) 
(75.0) 
1 (11.0) 
(12.5) 

7 ( 4.0) 8 ( 5.0) 

No Total 
referrals answers 

91 (89.0) 102 
(79.8) (62.0) 
12 (57.0) 21 

(10.5) (13.0) 
10 (56.0) 18 

(8.8) (11.0) 
1 (11.0) 9 

(.9) (5.0) 
14 
(9.0) 

114 (70.0) 164 (100) 
(100) 

Figures in parentheses to the right of the raw numbers are row percentages. Figures in parentheses below the raw numbers are column 
percentages. 
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Staffing Patterns 

The presence of a second person at the 
information desk or of a reference librar
ian at the reference desk affected both the 
accuracy of answers given and the appro
priateness of referrals. While single 
staffed, information desk personnal were 
65% accurate in handling questions and 
77% correct in making referrals, compared 
to 82% accuracy in handling questions and 
88% appropriate referrals made while 
double staffed. When a reference librarian 
was present at the reference desk, infor
mation desk staff were 76% accurate in 
handling questions and 84% correct in 
making referrals. When a reference librar
ian was not present at the reference desk, 
58% accuracy in question handling and 
73% appropriateness in referrals were 
measured. 

Patron Perceptions 

Surrogate patron perceptions tended to 
be very positive. Several comments were 
made about staff asking follow-up ques
tions. Other comments ranged from" out
standing assistance" and "it would be dif
ficult to provide a better experience than 
the one I had today," to "moderately 
helpful; not up to taking creative steps to
ward fulfilling patron request." 

Time Needed to Answer 

The majority of questions-153 or 
93.3%-were answered in five minutes or 
less. Twelve patrons made voluntary com
m~nts about waiting for five to twenty 
nunutes to be helped or about being inter
rupted by other patrons or phone calls. 
These situations most often occurred dur
ing single-staffing times. It is important to 
mention the high volume of business and 
the variety of activities engaged in by the 
information desk staff-instruct patrons 
in the use of the online and card catalogs, 
answer ready reference questions, screen 
telephone calls, refer in-depth questions, 
and handle procedural and directional 
queries. 

PROBLEMS 

The sample size was too small to ade
quately test all facets of interest. Further 
studies need to ~xpand the number of 
questions or focus on particular types of 

July 1989 

que~tions. ~ther difficulties of the study 
are inherent m the unobtrusive methodol
ogy. The surrogate patrons were not infor
mation specialists or library school stu
dents and probably did not bring much 
bias to the study. However, because these 
questions were not their own, the surro
~ates probably did not pursue them as dil
Igently nor as tenaciously as an actual pa
tron might. The sheer number of 
surrogates caused instructional and train
ing problems. Their recording of data was 
not as complete nor as thorough as would 
have been desirable. Their failure in this 
regard was no doubt due, at least in part, 
to the demands of the in-person format 
which required that they leave the desk t~ 
complete the forms. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 

In order to gain more information about 
~ow. ~on professionals approach subject 
mqmnes, and thus how to train them to 
answer subject requests, it would be ad
v~tageous to have transaction logs from 
onlme catalog terminals for these ques
tions. This would allow the computer to 
record approaches to subject headings, 
such as keyword-in-title searches versus 
searches in the subject authority file, 
rather than expecting surrogates to re
member this complicated process. Surro
gates would only have to submit the titles 
of books identified, along with the time 
the search took place and the identifica
tion number of the terminal used. 

The training problems related to incom
plete retrospective conversion of the card 
catalog are of critical importance. How 
much the card catalog/online catalog split 
affects the answers to bibliographic and 
subject questions was not addressed but 
this needs further study. This situ~tion 
raises an additional question: if highly 
~ained graduate students and nonprofes
Sionals do not use an important tool like 
the card catalog for questions that cannot 
fully be answered any other way, how can 
we expect our patrons to use it? 

The importance of training-not only in
troductory but also continual training and 
~ee~bac~-ca~ot be overstated. Training 
m hstenmg skills, question negotiation, 
reviewing familiar reference sources and 
strategies for subject searching and biblio-
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graphic verification, while included in the 
present training program, must be ana
lyzed for deficiencies, redeveloped, and 
redesigned. Follow-up studies are needed 
to determine if certain training methods 
are more effective in fostering particular 
reference skills. 

Similar treatment of staff in establishing 
a minimum number of desk hours, in re
quiring attendance at meetings, and in 
standardizing training is also important. 
While variation in effectiveness of differ
ent types of staff members (graduate assis
tant, student assistant, or library technical 
assistant) has been addressed to some de
gree, further exploration of the factors that 
influence the performance of these differ
ent types of staff is necessary. 

110ne of the most important conclu
sions to be drawn from this study is 
that graduate students and nonpro
fessionals staffing an information 
desk can be 70 percent effective in an
swering certain kinds of reference 
questions with proper training.'' 

CONCLUSIONS 

One of the most important conclusions 
to be drawn from this study is that gradu
ate students and nonprofessionals staff
ing an information desk can be 70.7% ef
fective in answering certain kinds of 
reference questions with proper training. 
Of the 164 questions, 83.5% were capable 
of being answered at the information 
desk. Of all questions, 62.2% were an
swered correctly, with another 8.5% im
mediately referred, for a total of 70.7% 
handled correctly. Subsequent referrals, 
of which there were 14 appropriate ones, 
were not considered in this figure. How
ever, the study indicates that adequate 
staffing levels and professional backup are 
needed in order for the information desk 
staff to perform at an optimum level. Their 
success or accuracy in answering ques
tions increases when a reference librarian 
is present at the reference desk, when the 
information desk is double staffed, or if 
the staff member asked a question of the 

surrogate to clarify his or her request (see 
appendix for statistical analysis). 

This information desk model is least ef
fective in handling subject questions. As 
table 2 indicates, 53.6% of the subject 
questions were not completely answer
able at the information desk because of the 
limited number of bibliographical tools 
available there. Also, subject questions 
tend to be more complex and require 
greater skill in the reference interview to 
encourage the patron to clarify better his 
or her needs. Murfin and Bunge's study 
similarly found that paraprofessionals 
were ''significantly less successful than 
professionals . . . when a subject search in 
the library catalog was used to answer the 
question. ''28 Additional training in subject 
searching and making appropriate refer
rals is needed for staff to deal effectively 
with these questions. 

It is questionable whether the additional 
training needed to bring staff competen
cies to a higher level is justifiable. There is 
evidence that a different model, wherein 
the type of questions that information 
desk staff attempt to answer is more re
strictive, may be more effective or effi
cient. Murfin and Bunge's study suggests 
that paraprofessionals who handle less 
complex questions and consult other staff 
members more frequently are more effec
tive. 29 Their findings are supported by this 
study, which indicates that more accurate 
answers and referrals are provided when 
staff members are available for consulta
tion. However, until we know what train
ing methods work, as well as their cost ef
fectiveness, it is difficult to attempt to 
determine whether additional training or 
a change in the scope of the questions an
swered at the desk is more appropriate. 

Referrals are a very important part of the 
concept of an information desk that an
swers only certain types of questions. All 
questions not answered fully should be re
ferred to the reference desk. If 83.5% of 
the questions are completely answerable, 
then the other 16.5% should have been re
ferred. In this study 38 questions, or 23%, 
did not receive appropriate referrals. Writ
ten guidelines stressing referral to the ref
erence desk appear to be inadequate. Spe
cific examples and case studies must be 
used in training to highlight the impor-
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tance of follow-up questions and referral. 
The analysis found that the quality of re
ferrals is significant for the number of staff 
at the desk, the presence of a librarian, the 
clarification of the question, and the level 
of the staff member at the desk (see analy
sis in: appendix). The findings of this study 
suggest that library technical assistants, 
who do not attend weekly meetings and 
have no opportunity to discuss questions 
in a methodical manner, are not getting 
the training they need to make appropri
ate referrals. Staff members are reluctant 
to refer patrons to a professional who may 
not be immediately available. It should be 
emphasized, however, that this step must 
be taken if the patron is to complete the 
transaction. Staff members need to realize 
that complete and accurate information is 
more important than the inconvenience 
that a delayed referral creates for the pa
tron. 

Supervisors of information desks need 
to establish communication channels with 
each other to exchange ideas and compare 
problems concerning turnover and re-
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cruitment of personnel, staffing patterns, 
training for interpersonal skills as well as 
the knowledge of reference sources and 
tools, staff development, and standards of 
performance. The problems of nonprofes
sionals are sometimes unique and merit 
separate consideration from those of refer
ence professionals. One approach might 
be to create a discussion group on infor
mation desks or nonprofessionals in refer
ence service within ACRL or RASD. By 
sharing our successes and failures, per
haps we can collectively improve the per
formance of all staff at information desks. 

This study has shown that nonprofes
sionals at an information desk can provide 
effective service to library patrons asking 
particular kinds of questions. Now that 
base-line job performance data has been 
gathered, the training program can be 
changed and tested in future years to see if 
the cumulative effectiveness of the infor
mation desk can be improved. This appli
cation, toward ''improving the quality of 
reference service,'' is the ultimate goal of 
this study. 30 
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APPENDIX 

The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
(SPSS) was used to run cross-tabulations on 
several factors to test for relationships. The chi
square test, which tests for independence of the 
variables, not the strength or form of the associ
ation, was run, as well as a test for the linear re
lationship as expressed by the Pearson Correla
tion Coefficient. 

The correctness of answers was found to be 
significant in the chi-square test for the pres
ence of the reference librarian at the reference 
desk at .0398, for the number of staff at the in
formation desk at .0494, and by total staffing 
patterns at .0287, as shown in table 1. These sig
nificance levels are well below the commonly 
accepted level of .05, or 5 in 100, when the ob
served difference can be attributed to chance. In 
other words, there is a relationship between the 
staffing patterns and the effectiveness of the in-

formation desk. Other variables that were not 
significant were the type of question, the level 
of the information desk staff member (graduate 
assistant, student assistant, or library technical ~ 
assistant), the amount of time spent with the 
question, or the type of patron. Other studies 
have suggested that the appearance and per
ceived importance of the patron may have a sig
nificant effect on the quality of reference service 
provided. 1 This finding is not supported in the 
present study (see table 1). 

In the Pearson correlation coefficients pre
sented in table 2, 0.00 represents ·a lack of rela
tionship between the two variables. The strong
est relationships would be represented by a 
positive or negative 1.00. The answer provided 
was more likely to be correct if a reference li
brarian was staffing the reference desk, if the 
information desk was double staffed, or if the 
staff member asked a question of the surrogate 
patron to clarify his or her request. Correct an
swers were also more likely to be given for cer
tain types of questions. Directional, proce-

TABLE 1 
Chi-Square Correlation Table 

Variables 

Correctness of answers correlated with variables: 
By presence of reference librarian 
By number of staff at desk 
By staffing levels (combinations) 

Perceptions: 
Friendliness by staffing levels 
Politeness by staffing levels 
Friendliness by presence of a 

reference librarian 
Politeness by presence of a 

reference liorarian 
Answerable: 

By type of question 

• After Yates Correction 
tLow numbers in several cells. The test may not be as powerful here. 

Value of chi-square Level of significance 

4.22786 .0398* 
3.86334 .0494* 
7.10207 .0287 

7.34400 .0254t 
7.28642 .0262t 

4.28542 .0384* 

4.24629 .0393* 

34.66797 .0000 
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dural, ready reference, subject, and 
bibliographic inquiries were handled with de
creasing effectiveness. 

No significant relationships were found for 
factors involving the quality of referrals in the 
Chi-square test, but some linear relationships 
were significant. In table 2, the quality of ref
ferals were significant for the number of staff at 
the desk, the presence of a reference librarian, 
clarification of the question, and level of staff 
member (graduate assistant, student assistant, 
and library technical assistant) at the desk. 

While perceptions of friendliness, quickness, 
politeness, helpfulness, interest, enthusiasm, 
and competence by surrogate patrons tended to 
be positive, there were some significant differ
ences. The patrons' perceptions of friendliness 
varied by total staffing levels and by the pres
ence of a reference librarian at .0254 and .0384 
levels of significance, respectively, in the chi
square test in table 1. The Pearson Correlation 
Coefficient in table 2 for friendliness (.21909) by 
the presence of a reference librarian was also 
significant at .0033. Politeness by staffing levels 

and by presence of a reference librarian were 
significant by .1262 and .0393, respectively, in 
the chi-square test. Politeness by presence of a 
reference librarian was also significant in the 
Pearson R test (.21407 at .0034 significance). 
The Pearson R test also showed a significant dif
ference in the perceptions of staff interest by to
tal staffing level of .14499 at . 0443 significance 
(see table 2). None of the variations in surrogate 
patrons' perceptions were significant for types 
of questions or for the presence of a second staff 
member at the desk. 

None of the relationships are particularly 
strong, but the evidence does suggest that 
graduate assistants and nonprofessionals in 
this setting are more effective when working 
with another person and when a reference li
brarian is present. Both referrals and the an
swering of questions are more likely to be cor
rect when the question is clarified. While the 
time spent in answering individual questions 
increased when reference librarians were not 
present, this additional time did not mean that 
correct answers were more forthcoming. 

TABLE2 
Pearson Coefficient Correlation Table 

Variables 

Quality of referrals: 
By number of staff at desk 
By clarification question 
By presence of reference librarian 
By level of staff member at desk 

Correctness of answers: 
By presence of reference librarian 
By number of staff 
By clarification of question 
Bytimespentanswering 
By type ol question 

Time spent answering questions: 
By presence of reference librarian 

Perceptions of surrogate patrons: 
Uninterested by staffing levels 
Friendliness by presence of reference librarian 
Politeness by presence of reference librarian 

Answerable at the information desk: 
By type of question 

Pearson R value 
between -1.0 and + 1.0 

-.12893 
-.13030 

.12290 

.20341 

.17529 
-.16750 
- .12578 

.17654* 
-.18832 

.19749* 

-.14499 
.21909 
.21407 

-.20227 

Level of significance 

.0380 

.0482 

.0585+ 

.0182 

.0124 

.0160 

.0543+ 

.0123 

.0079 

.0059 

.044m .0033 

.00 

.0047 

*Although - and + signs usually indicate direction of relationships, all relationships are positive except those marked with an asterisk 
(*), which are negative. 

t Note: These are borderline significant. 
t Low frequencies in the cells may make this test Jess powerful. 
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An Evaluation of 
Reference Desk Service 
John 0. Christensen, Larry D. Benson, 

H. Julene Butler, Blaine H. Hall, 
and Don H. Howard 

Recent studies of academic and public libraries across the country are revealing serious 
deficiencies in the quality of reference service-only 55 percent of the factual and bibliographic 
questions asked are answered correctly. A five-part management study was conducted of the 
Brigham Young University Library reference service to determine the quality of service 
provided by the student and department assistants, the adequacy of the training program, and 
the effectiveness of the system of referring patrons to subject specialist librarians. The major 
problems revealed include the following: (1) the student and department assistants feel isolated 
from the subject specialists; (2) the referral system works poorly; (3) the training program is 
inconsistent and often ineffective; and most seriously (4) the student assistants answered only 
36 percent of the unobtrusive test questions correctly. 

he objective of a library is not 
merely to warehouse informa
tion, but to help patrons find 
the information they desire. 

Though all aspects of librarianship are 
concerned with this goal, it is at the refer
ence desk that the process of determining 
the patron's need, formulating a research 
strategy to fill that need, and providing ac
curate and complete information to the 
patron is finally tested. Providing 
professional-quality reference service is a 
complex process, requiring extensive sub
ject expertise, knowledge of library collec
tions and systems, and years of practical 
experience. 

Studies of academic and public libraries 
across the country reveal serious deficien
cies in the quality of their reference ser
vice. Recent studies show that only 55 per
cent of the factual and bibliographic 
questions asked are answered correctly. 1 

In addition, librarians often provide only 
partially correct information, demonstrate 
a lack of familiarity with basic reference 

sources, allow an "internal clock" to limit 
the amount of time they devote to patron 
queries, negotiate patron needs poorly, 
and neglect to refer patrons to someone 
more informed.2 

In the Lee Library (main library) at 
Brigham Young University, the five 
subject-reference departments were reor
ganized in 1986, creating a patron service 
system staffed by one full-time parapro
fessional department assistant and several 
student reference assistants for each de
partment. The purpose of the reorganiza
tion was to make "better use" of profes
sional librarian subject specialists by 
removing them from staffing reference 
desks so they could place greater empha
sis on collection development and faculty 
liaison responsibilities. The reorganiza
tion was based on a widely held premise 
that nonprofessionals could answer most 
of the questions brought to the reference 
desks and could be properly trained to re
fer the questions too difficult for them. 3 

The subject specialists became involved in 
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offering patron service at the reference 
desks only when the student reference as
sistants determined that they needed ad
ditional subject expertise. 

The questions of how effective nonpro
fessionals are in providing reference ser
vice and what training is necessary have 
become increasingly important. Martin 
Courtois and Lori Goetsch observe, 
"Properly trained nonprofessionals with 
an understanding of reference service and 
a clearcut referral relationship may en
hance the job roles of both nonprofession
als and professionals.''4 Richard Johnson 
indicates that the primary ingredient nec
essary for learning is motivation. 5 Beth 
Woodward and Sharon VanDerLaan 
contend that although motivation is not a 
problem for graduate students in library 
science, it can be for other nonprofession
als working on a reference desk. 6 Both 
kinds of student assistants work in the Lee 
Library. 

Recognizing the potential for a decrease in 
reference service effectiveness and perceiv
ing the problem nationally, the library ad
ministration appointed a committee to eval
uate the quality of service received by library 
patrons at the reference desks. For compari
son it would have been desirable to evaluate 
the reference service before the change, but 
this was not possible. Most evaluative stud
ies in the library literature have focused on 
how professional reference librarians per
formed. With reference desk duty being 
shifted totally to nonprofessionals in the Lee 
Library, this situation provided an easy op
portunity to evaluate nonprofessional ser
vice at the reference desk. 

A five-part management study was de
signed to assess the quality of the refer
ence service provided by the student ref
erence assistants in the Lee Library after a 
full semester under the new system. 7 The 
study focused on determining the accu
racy of information patrons received, the 
level of skill student reference assistants 
used in negotiating patron needs, the abil
ity of student reference assistants to refer 
patrons to professional librarians, and the 
degree of satisfaction patrons felt about 
the service they had received. The five 
parts, conducted during the winter se
mester of 1987, included the following: 

• Patron Suroey: After completing a refer
ence interview, approximately 100 pa
trons were approached out of view of 
the student reference assistants and 
asked to complete a short question
naire. Questionnaires were adminis
tered at all reference desks during all 
hours of reference operation over a two
week period. 

• Reference Assistant Suroey: All student 
reference assistants employed at the 
five reference desks in the library were 
asked to complete a questionnaire re
garding their background, work envi
ronment, reference training, adequacy 
of support from department assistant 
and subject specialists, and job respon
sibilities. 

• Department Assistant Suroey: The five 
paraprofessional department assis
tants, who work at the reference desks 
and supervise the student assistants, 
were asked questions about their educa
tion and experience, job responsibili
ties, work environment, effectiveness 
of reference service and training, and 
the role of subject specialists in provid
ing subject expertise. 

• Subject Specialist Suroey: The eighteen 
professional reference librarians/ sub
ject specialists responded to questions 
about their perception of the quality of 
reference desk service given by student 
reference assistants and department as
sistants, the reference training pro
vided, and their own involvement in 
reference service. 

• Unobtrusive Question Test: Fifteen library 
employees acted as proxy patrons and 
asked five preresearched questions, one 
at each of the five reference desks. The 
proxies then completed a form describ
ing and evaluating the service they re
ceived from each student assistant. The 
questions, typical of those asked at the 
various reference desks, required sub
stantive factual or bibliographic infor
mation as an answer. Fifteen of the 
seventy-five questions were designed 
to test question-negotiation skills. A 
representative selection of the ques
tions used for unobtrusive testing is 
found in appendix A. 
This report integrates the responses of 
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these five questionnaires, showing com
parisons whenever possible, under the 
following major categories: (1) quality of 
reference service, (2) training, (3) role of 
professional librarians in reference desk 
service, and (4) conclusion and recom
mendations. 

QUALITY OF 
REFERENCE SERVICE 

Because the quality of the reference ser
vice performed at the reference desks by 
the student reference assistants was the 
prime focus of the evaluation, the study 
attempted to obtain pertinent information 
about this service from patrons, patron 
proxies, paraprofessional department as
sistants, professional subject specialists, 
and student reference assistants them
selves. 

Reference Interview 

The study addressed the four compo
nents of the reference interview: 

1. Question negotiation between stu
dent reference assistants and patrons 

2. Search strategies used by student ref
erence assistants in providing or at
tempting to fulfill the patron re
quests 

3. Correctness of the answer provided 
4. Referral, when required, to another, 

more appropriate, source to obtain a 
satisfactory answer (i.e., other stu
dent reference assistants, the depart
ment assistants, the subject special
ists, another library department, or a 
nonlibrary resource) 

In addition, patrons, proxies, department 
assistants, and subject specialists rated 
their perception of the quality of the refer
ence service provided by the student ref
erence assistants. 

Question Negotiation. The most basic ele
ment of effective reference service is for 
the student reference assistant to know as 
precisely as possible what the patron 
needs. Of the seventy-five questions in 
the Unobtrusive Question Test, fifty-two 
needed or could have benefited from ne
gotiation with the patron to determine the 
exact need. The student reference assis
tants negotiated only thirty-one questions 
(60 percent). 

July 1989 

11 Although the student reference as
sistants recognized and responded 
well to explicit requests for negotia
tion, they did not perform as well on 
the implicit requests." 

Fifteen of the fifty-two questions, called 
"escalator questions," required the stu
dent reference assistants to negotiate the 
patrons' specific needs, because the proxy 
patrons asked the questions in very broad 
terms. The student reference assistants 
negotiated all five of the explicit questions 
(e.g., "I need information on Eskimos"), 
but only five of ten (50 percent) of the im
plicit ones (e.g., "Where is your po
etry?"). The questions with the implicit 
need for negotiation attempted to account 
for the numerous patrons who appear to 
know exactly what they want, but must 
have their real need negotiated before 
they can be given effective service. Al
though the student reference assistants 
recognized and responded well to explicit 
requests for negotiation, they did not per
form as well on the implicit requests. This 
suggests that the problem may not be an 
inability to negotiate with patrons, but ei
ther a failure to recognize more subtle re
quests or an unwillingness to question pa
trons who seem knowledgeable and 
informed and state their requests in such 
specific, positive terms. 

The department assistants and subject 
specialists rated the student reference as
sistants' ability to negotiate questions 3.6 
(1 = very weak; 5 = very strong) and 2.8 
respectively (see figure 1). Perhaps the de
partment assistants themselves, even 
though they work more closely with the 
student reference assistants, are not as 
aware of what good negotiation is as the 
subject specialists. 

Search Strategies. Once a patron's needs 
have been clarified, the student reference 
assistants must then develop a strategy for 
providing the appropriate information. 
Essentially this process involves selecting 
appropriate reference books or other in
formation sources and using them effec-
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Subject Department 

Skill or Trait Specialists Assistants 

a. Subject knowledge 3.0* 4.0 

b. Knowledge of reference books 3.2 3.4 

c. Question negotiation ability 2.8 3.6 

d. Developing search strategies 2.4 3.6 

Composite Rating 2.9 3.7 

*l=Very weak; 5=Very strong 

FIGURE 1 
Effectiveness of Student Reference Assistants in Reference Skills as Perceived by Other Department 

Staff 

Answer 

Total 

Ques- Correct/ Correct/ 

Search Process Used tions Complete Referred Incomp. Wrong None 

Answered w/o consult-

ing a source 14 0 · 2 3 4 5 

Used one source only 18 12 5 0 1 

Used several sources 17 5 1 3 2 6 

Gave patron source 

w/explanation 10 5 4 0 1 

Gave patron source 

w/o explanation !k __£ _Q_ ~ ..1! ~ 

Totals 75 24 3 19 12 17 

FIGURE2 
Effectiveness of Search Process Used in Answering Questions 

tively to give as full an answer as possible 
to the patron query. 

The data in figure 2 show some prob
lems in the search strategies used by the 
student reference assistants to find re
quested information. Superficially, it ap
pears that the greatest number of ques
tions were answered either correctly or 
correctly but incompletely by using one 

source, and the fewest number of ques
tions were answered by not consulting 
any source. However, this result reflects 
the type of questions used in the test more 
than it does the value of using a certain 
number of sources in finding an answer. 
More likely, the data show that when stu
dent reference assistants find an answer, 
correct or incorrect, from the first source 
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they consult, they search no further. The 
fact that nineteen questions (25 percent) 
were only partially answered suggests 
that student reference assistants may be 
relying too heavily on too few sources, 
may not understand the question fully 
enough to provide all the information re
quired for a complete answer, or do not 
have or take enough time. 

The above data also show that when pa
trons are referred to specific sources to 
find the information on their own, a com
mon practice at most reference desks, they 
find more correct answers when the stu
dent reference assistant shows them how 
to use the reference source rather than just 
pointing it out. 

Correctness of Answers. The ultimate test 
of the student reference assistants' effec
tiveness is the number of correct answers 
they provide to patron queries. In the un
obtrusive question test (see figure 3), stu
dent reference assistants demonstrated 
serious deficiencies in their ability to pro
vide complete and correct information. 
Only 36 percent of the seventy-five ques
tions asked by proxy patrons resulted in 
completely correct answers. Another 25 
percent received partially correct or in
complete results from their query. And 
even with the inclusion of the correct-but
incomplete answers, the result is still only 
61 percent with any degree of correctness. 
As noted earlier, the profession at large se
riously questions the acceptability of cor
rect responses to 55 percent or less of the 
questions asked at the reference desk. 

The perception of other reference de
partment staff of the student reference as
sistants' effectiveness in those factors es
sential for good reference service also 
supports the view that student reference 
assistants do not perform at a desirable or 
acceptable level (see figure 1). 

Referrals. Another important compo
nent the study attempted to measure was 
the performance of the student reference 
assistants in referring patron requests to 
someone more qualified than themselves 
when necessary. Crucial to this process is 
the ability of the student reference assis
tants to recognize when they need to refer 
and their willingness to do so. The study 
addressed three aspects of referral: The 
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unobtrusive question study provided in
formation about what student reference 
assistants did when unable to answer 
questions; the student reference assistant 
questionnaire asked about the availability 
of the professional librarians for referrals 
when needed; and the subject specialist 
questionnaire asked how many referrals 
the professional librarians had received. 

In the unobtrusive question test, the 
student reference assistants could not pro
vide a suitable answer to seventeen of the 
seventy-five questions asked (see figure 
3). Of these, they referred eleven ques
tions (65 percent), but did not refer seven 
unanswered questions (35 percent). Stu
dent reference assistants may recognize 
their own limitation, but over a third of the 
time they do not seek more informed help 
for patrons. 

It appears that when student reference 
assistants find some information, even if it 
is incorrect or incomplete, they terminate 
the interview. Their lack of subject exper
tise in many of the disciplines they are re
quired to service may leave them unable to 
assess accurately the appropriateness of 
the information found. A satisfactory re
ferral program needs to consider more 
than just the student reference assistants' 
ability to find information. It is not just 
some information that is important, but 
correct and complete information. 

Compounding the problem of assuring 
an acceptable referral situation are the stu
dent reference assistants' perceptions 
about the availability of the professional li
brarians when they were needed for refer
rals. Although the working relationship 
between the professional librarians and 
the student reference assistants and de
partment assistants is perceived to be 
quite positive (see figure 6), over half the 
student reference assistants commented 
on the lack of subject specialist availability 
when they needed to make referrals. The 
subject specialists also estimated receiving 
less than two referrals per hour for all the 
hours they worked and less than one per 
hour during assigned backup hours dur
ing a typical midsemester week. They also 
reported receiving fewer than one ap
pointment negotiated at the reference 
desk per week. 



Evaluation of Reference Desk Service 473 

Result No. · Percent 

Positive Results 

Correct and complete 24 32 

Referred appropriately ~ __i 

Total 27 36 

Negative Results 

Correct but incomplete 19 25 

Incorrect 12 16 

Unable to answer 12 23 

Total 48 64 

FIGURE3 
Correctness of Answers Given Proxies 

It is impossible to determine from the 
data available whether the low number of 
referrals was caused by the lack of avail
ability of the subject specialists or the fail
ure of the student reference assistants to 
refer as often as needed. But the data do 
indicate a problem of too few referrals. Be
cause a satisfactory referral system is es
sential to the reference system used in the 
library, steps must be taken to create a 
more workable referral environment to 
overcome the deficiencies discovered 
through this study. 

''It is important for the library to es
tablish objective standards or expec
tations for student reference assis
tants that can be applied uniformly in 
evaluating their performance and in 
developing corrective measures to 
improve that performance.'' 

Overall Effectiveness 

The subject specialists and department 
assistants gave very similar ratings (see 
figure 4) to the student reference assis
tants on approximately twelve factors im-

portant to their effectiveness as reference 
assistants. The greatest discrepancy be
tween the subject specialists' and the de
partment assistants' ratings is in the ~bil
ity of the student reference assistants to 
give effective service in the department, 
which was the second lowest rating by the 
subject specialists (2. 7) and the highest 
rating by the department assistants (4.2). 

Clearly, there is not universal agree
ment on the standards upon which these 
perceptions are based. It is important for 
the library to establish objective standards 
or expectations for student reference as
sistants that can be applied uniformly in 
evaluating their performance and in de
veloping corrective measures to improve 
that performance. 

Work Environment 

Another important factor affecting the 
quality of reference service is the work en
vironment. The student reference assis
tant survey specifically addressed this is
sue. Responses from the patron and proxy 
surveys also give additional insight. 

WorkLoad 

The student reference assistants were 
asked to evaluate their work loads at the 
reference desks in relation to the flow of 
patrons requiring service. The patrons 
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Subject Department 

Skill or Trait Specialists Assistants 

a. Subject knowledge *3.0 4.0 

b. Knowledge of reference books 3.2 3.4 

c. Question negotiation ability 2.8 3.6 

d. Developing search strategies 2.4 3.6 

e. Question referral ability 3.0 4.0 

f. Awareness of library policies 3.6 4.0 

g. Relying on one another for help 3.5 4.0 

h. Enforcing library policies 3.1 3.8 

i. Ability to help patrons under-

stand library systems 3.4 4.0 

j. Overall ability to give effect-

ive service in department 2.7 4.2 

k. Overall ability to give effect-

ive service in your subject areas 2.8 n/a 

1. Backing up other student reference 

assistants n/a 4.0 

Composite Rating 2.8 3.8 

*l=Very weak; 5=Very strong 

FIGURE4 
Effectiveness of Student Reference Assistants as Perceived by Other Department Staff 

and proxy patrons reported on the avail
ability of the student reference assistants 
to offer assistance at the desk. Figure 5 
compares reported availability with the 
student reference assistants' evaluation of 
their work load. Eight-six percent of the 
time the proxies received help either im
mediately or within three minutes. 
Eighty-five percent of the time the patrons 
received help within three minutes. These 
results correspond with the student refer
ence assistants' perception that the de
mand for patron services, at 3.3, is neither 
too light nor too heavy. In general, the stu
dent reference assistants felt c9mfortable 

with their work load and their ability to 
perform both their reference and other de
partmental responsibilities in the time 
they had available. 

However, some student reference assis
tants commented that at times patron ser
vice suffers because student reference as
sistants do not take sufficient time to help 
one patron when another one is waiting. 
Often they are not able to return to the first 
patron for follow-up. Consequently, the 
appearance of service is good, but in real
ity the student reference assistants know 
that more complete service could have 
been provided had there been sufficient 
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Availability Work load 

SRA was Reported by Duty Rating 

Proxy Patron Patron service 3.3* 

Other duties 2.8 

~ !! No. !! 

Free to help 31 41 53 55 

Helping another patron** 26 34 29 30 

Working on project** 8 11 n/a n/a 

Away from desk 8 11 9 9 

Other _g_ 2 ~ ~ 

Total 75 100 97 100 

•1=Too light; 5=Too heavy 

** less than 3 minutes wait 

FIGURES 
Evaluation of Availability and Work Load 

As rated by 

Working relationship with SRAs DAs 

Department chair 5.0 

Subject specialists 4.2 4.6 

Department assistants 4.4 n/a** 

Student reference assistants 4.4# 4.6 

Being treated fairly 4.5 4.8 

#with other SRAs in department 
**only one DA in each department 
*l=Very negative; 5=Very positive 

FIGURE6 
Working Relationships 

time or additional desk personnel. 

Emotional Climate 

Another factor affecting the quality of 
the reference service is the emotional cli
mate under which the staff work (i.e., 
their relationships with others in the de-

partment, feeling appreciated, and feeling 
important to the department). Both the 
student reference assistants and the de
partment assistants ranked the emotional 
climate as quite important (see figure 6) 
considering their relationship to the vari
ous groups of people they work with and 
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their feeling of being treated fairly in work 
assignments as "positive" or "very posi
tive." Significantly, however, the lowest 
ranked relationship is that between the 
student reference assistants and the sub
ject specialists, suggesting that steps need 
to be taken to provide more training and 
periodic social interaction for the student 
reference assistants with the professional 
librarians. An improved relationship may 
improve the referral of patron queries to 
the subject specialists for professional 
help. 

STUDENT REFERENCE 
ASSISTANT TRAINING 

The major reason for studying the effec
tiveness of the reference service provided 
by nonprofessional student reference as
sistants and department assistants was to 
determine the quality of reference service 
and to suggest changes; therefore, the 
study addressed the vital issue of training. 
This becomes a critical issue when stu
dents are hired to perform what the library 
profession considers a professional re
sponsibility, requiring substantial educa
tion, subject expertise, and a broad back
ground. 

The study focused on preemployment 
preparation and background for the job, 
training topics found most helpful for ini
tial and in-service training, and training 
methods and practices. 

Preemployment Background 

Most undergraduate student reference 
assistants were studying toward degrees 
in the subject areas of the library where 
they worked. However, some graduate 
student reference assistants were in the 
master's of library science program and 
did not always have an undergraduate de
gree related to their work assignment. The 
supervisors generally felt that these stu
dents' library training and motivation 
compensated for possible subject knowl
edge deficiencies. In addition to their aca
demic major, the student reference assis
tants also felt that almost any academic 
study, work, or personal relations experi
ence was valuable in preparing them to 
deal effectively with library patrons. The 
success of the student reference assistants 
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is strongly influenced by the relevance of 
their preemployment preparation to the 
job. 

Initial Training 

The surveys of all three types of refer
ence personnel asked about topics and 
priorities for initial training, in-service 
training, and methods of instruction. Al
though not all survey questionnaires 
asked the same questions in the same 
way, many comparisons were possible. 

Initial Training Topics. Because it is im
portant for student reference assistants to 
be properly grounded early in their refer
ence experience, the study focused on 
topics for initial training-those presented 
during the first month of employment. 
The responses (see figure 7) probably 
were prompted by the anxiety every new 
employee feels when assigned to the ref
erence desk for the first time. Before they 
assist their first patron they want to know 
initial job expectations and routines, how 
to treat the patron, how much service to 
provide, and what sources will answer the 
questions. 

While the student reference assistants 
were mainly concerned with training that 
would improve their competency at the 
reference desk, the department assistants, 
who oversee the department routines and 
the students, placed more emphasis on 
the supervisory and management func
tions. 

The subject specialists emphasized the 
importance of knowing the desk routines, 
policies and procedures, and effective 
question negotiation. Their comments 
also showed a strong concern with giving 
good service and the need to be trained 
adequately to provide that service for the 
long term. 

In response to a question about ''com
plex'' search strategies (not on the student 
reference assistant survey), the subject 
specialists and the department assistants 
disagreed about having the student refer
ence assistants trained to handle the more 
difficult research problems. The subject 
specialists preferred to have the hard 
questions referred to them rather than 
train the assistants. Because the specialists 
are often not available, the department as-
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Topic DAs SRAs Ave. SSs 

Reference Sources at Desk 4.9 4.95 4.4 

Patron Service Priorities 5.0 4.7 4.85 n/a 

Desk Routines 4.6 4.9 4.75 

Reference Sources on Index Tables 4.6 4.9 4.75 4.4 

Question Negotiation Skills 4.8 4.6 4.70 

Search Strategies for answering quest.4.4 4.9 4.65 3.8 

Computer Systems 4.6 4.7 4.65 4.4 

Job Expectations 4.8 4.4 4.60 n/a 

Tour<s> of the floor 4.6 4.5 4.55 n/a 

Library Policies and Procedures 4.6 4.3 4.45 

Reference Sources in Reference Stacks 4.0 4.5 4.25 4.2 

Card Catalog and Card Indexes 4.2 4.2 4.20 4.4 

Department Organization 4.8 3.4 4.10 4.4 

Subject Collections in Stacks 3.4 3.9 3.65 n/a 

Tour<s> of Other Areas 3.8 3.4 3.60 

Reference Sources on Other Floors 3.4 3.7 3.55 n/a 

Composite Rating 4.4 4.4 

*l=Not important; 5=Very important 

Underlined numbers under SSs correlate with other columns. 

FIGURE 7 
Compared Rankings of Training Topic Importance for Initial (First-Month) Training of Student 

Reference Assistants 

sistants felt the students should be trained 
in the complex strategies themselves, or at 
least have an opportunity to review the 
strategies used by the professional to 
solve a problem so that when a similar 
question is asked in the future and the 
professional is not available, the student 
reference assistants can give proper ser
vice. 

Initial Training Effectiveness. All reference 
departments train the student reference 
assistants when they are hired, but the li
brary has no organized program for such 

training. Each department develops its 
own training program to meet its per
ceived needs. However, the student refer
ence assistants and department assistants 
differed in their perception of the effec
tiveness of this training. Significant im
provements can and should be made in 
the training program. 

In spite of the lower ratings on several 
factors (see figure 8), the student reference 
assistants felt (and the department assis
tants agreed) that they are adequately pre
pared to function effectively at the refer-
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Differ-
Training Factors OAs SRAs ence 

Prepared adequately to function 4.2* 4.1 • 1 

Covered areas they needed to know 4.4 4.2 .2 

Provided at appropriate time 4.2 3.9 .3 

Side-by-side, on-the-job instruction 't.4 3.9 .5 

Structured and clearly organized 4.4 3.8 .6 

Supported with useful exercises 4.2 3.5 .7 

Effective general library orientation 4.0 3.2 .8 

Presented in understandable way ~ u ~ 

Composite Rating: 4.3 3.8 .5 

*1=Poor; 5=Excellent 

FIGURE 8 
Effectiveness of Initial Month's Training Programs 

ence desk. Their having, so far as they 
know, functioned satisfactorily thus far 
with whatever training they received 
probably justifies their feeling that they 
have been prepared adequately. Another 
possible explanation is that neither of 
these groups may be fully aware of the 
competency expected by the subject spe
cialist for their disciplines (see figure 4). 
This perception is supported by the 36 
percent correctness of the answers given 
by the student reference assistants in the 
unobtrusive question test (see figure 2). 

A number of student reference assis
tants commented on the need for the pro
fessional librarians to become more in
volved in the training programs so the 
level of effectiveness can be raised. Such 
involvement would require a greater time 
commitment by the subject specialists in 
preparing training materials and interact
ing with the student reference assistants 
than is currently being done, but it is es
sential if student reference assistants are 
to provide effective reference service. 
. In-service Training Methods. Weekly 

training meetings were the most often 
used in-service training method (men
tioned by all respondents) and received a 
relatively high effectiveness ranking (see 
figure 9). All the other training methods 

(except for memos, notices, and one-on
one instruction) are probably used some
time during the weekly meetings. If the 
group sessions involve the subject special
ists who show-and-tell, review search 
strategies, and provide follow-up with ex
ercises for practical application, then the 
staff meeting could be the vehicle for im
plementing the methods deemed most 
important. 

The department assistants and the stu
dent reference assistants agreed that the 
most useful method of in-service training 
is the one-on-one, side-by-side personal 
instruction. They also agreed on the im
portance of the subject specialists being 
involved in that method of training and 
giving them instruction in research strate
gies. 

One representative comment from a 
student reference assistant showed how 
strongly they felt about such a training 
regimen: 

Subject librarians should try to have more dia
logue with student workers-this would create 
a better working relationship, and both would 
learn more about the other's work. 

Student reference assistants also recom
mended the use of exercises or problems 
that give them hands-on experience: 



Evaluation of Reference Desk Service 479 

Times Dept. Student Aver. 
Training Methods Used Asst. Assist. 

One-on-one personal instruction 27•• 5.0• 4.5 4.75 

Weekly reference staff meeting 33 3.6 4.1 3.90 

Instruction in research strategies 27 3.8 4.0 3.90 

Instruction from subject specialists 31 3.8 3.8 3.80 

Worksheet exercises or problems 25 4.0 3.6 3.80 

Show-and-tell of reference sources 28 3.8 3.7 3.75 

Subject bibliography handouts 26 3.8 3.5 3.65 

Posted memos or notices 27 3.5 3.3 3.40 

Orientation visits to other levels 21 3.3 3.5 3.40 

Guest speakers from other areas 18 ~ u 3.35 

Composite Ratings: 3.8 3.7 3. 74 

••33 total respondents •1=Not useful; 5=Very useful 

FIGURE 9 
In-service Training Methods Used and Their Usefulness 

Provide a written training manual with library 
policies, as well as specific sources and strate
gies for our subject areas. The manual should 
include exercises that give hands-on experi
ence. 

The show-and-tell approach was con
sidered fairly effective, but it would be 
more so if used in conjunction with practi
cal exercises, more graphics, and better 
written explanations of the search strate
gies that relate to the title and concepts 
presented. 

Methods involving less personal 
interaction-posted memos, notices, and 
handouts-were not considered as effec
tive. The two groups also agreed that in
formation about other levels of the library 
is not a high priority. However, the lack of 
adequate referrals noted in the unobtru
sive question test suggests that student 
reference assistants may not be fully 
aware of the importance of being in
formed about the resources and services 
available on other floors. 

The data and comments on training pre
sented above indicate that the most effec
tive methods seem to be those that make it 
possible for the new employee to interact 
one-on-one with experienced personnel 
and have follow-up problems or exercises 
to get them involved with the sources and 

strategies. However, there is no substitute 
for on-the-desk experience. As one stu
dent reference assistant remarked: ''Expe
rience and time are the two best ways of 
learning the reference desk, provided that 
one is trying to improve all the time." 

Many of the statements made by the stu
dent reference assistants indicated a 
strong desire to have their desk experi
ence include more involvement with the 
subject specialists so their training could 
be enhanced. They suggested an appren
ticeship environment where they could 
benefit from the experience and the exper
tise of the professionals. 

"The decision to remove profes
sionallibrarians from assigned hours 
at the reference desks and to replace 
them with student reference assis
tants was very controversial." 

Most departments in the library have a 
large number of disciplines for a short
term student employee to master. Unfor
tunately, student reference assistants may 
graduate by the time they achieve the level 
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Perceived Value Yes No % Yes Y. No 

Monitor patron demands 15 3 83% 17% 

Keep abreast of new reference tools 13 5 72% 28% 

Train/monitor reference assistants 16 2 89% 11 Yo 

Strengthen esprit de corps 12 6 67% 33% 

Strengthen ties to academic department 8 8 50% 50% 

Receive more referrals from desk 12 6 67% 33% 

Improve overall reference service 13 5 72% 28% 

FIGURE 10 
Rating of Values of Professional Librarians Working Assigned Reference Desk Hours 

of competency that would permit them to 
provide excellent service. They sometimes 
become frustrated by the lack of adequate 
training and professional support they 
feel is necessary for them to be satisfied 
with the service they provide. 

PROFESSIONAL 
LIBRARIAN REFERENCE 

DESK SERVICE ROLE 

The decision to remove professional li
brarians from assigned hours at the refer
ence desks and to replace them with stu
dent reference assistants was very contro-

. versial. The study surveyed all nineteen li
brarians involved in reference work to 
obtain the following information: 

1. Their attitudes toward assigned desk 
hours 

2. Their attitudes toward reference ser
vice as a professional responsibility 

3. The role of assigned reference desk 
hours in maintaining and improving 
their professional competence 

4. The role of assigned reference desk 
hours in maintaining and improving 
reference service in the library 

The subject specialists overwhelmingly 
(see figure 10) felt that having professional 
librarians work assigned hours at the desk 
would have direct and substantial impact 
on improved overall reference service. 
The data also show that monitoring pa
tron demands, keeping abreast of new ref
erence tools, training and monitoring ref-

erence assistants, strengthening esprit de 
corps, and receiving more referrals from 
the desk would also be improved with 
professionals working assigned desk 
hours. 

The subject specialists themselves can 
obviously provide a higher quality refer
ence service at the desk than nonprofes
sionals because of their expertise and ex
perience. Ye~ working at the desk to train 
and monitor student reference assistants 
was the highest rated benefit the subject 
specialists perceived from assigned desk 
hours. As one observed, "Not working 
side by side with student assistants denies 
them the benefit of my experience.'' Cer
tainly, increasing their contact with the 
department assistants and student refer
ence assistants would enable them to en
gage in ongoing training and to act as role 
models for the other staff, preparing them 
to function more effectively during the 
hours they are alone on the desk and help
ing to relieve the frustration that results 
from the present lack of interaction. 

But the subject specialists also felt that 
their own reference expertise and capabil
ity suffered from lack of use. Seventy-two 
percent felt working at the reference desk 
would help them keep abreast of new ref
erence tools and maintain facility with 
other tools, and 83 percent felt it would 
help them monitor patron demands. One 
said, ''I lose track of lesser-used sources 
and have less feeling for what's really go-
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No. Years Average 
of of Reference Suggested Desk 

Librarians Experience Hours/Week 

7 1-9 2.2 
7 10-19 7.5 
4 20 or more 8.9 

FIGURE 11 
Subject Specialist Perception of the Benefit of Assigned Desk Hours and Recommended Hours 

· Based on Years of Reference Experience 

No. Years Average 
of of Professional Suggested Desk 

Librarians Experience Hours/Week 

2 l-9 2.5 
12 10-19 5.4 
4 20 or more 10. 1 

FIGURE 12 
Subject Specialist Perception of the Benefit of Assigned Desk Hours and Recommended Hours 

Based on Years of Professional Experience 

ing on-patron needs, etc.'' In addition to 
seeing their skills slip away, several sub
ject specialists observed their job satisfac
tion deteriorating because they felt the 
central mission of the library-assisting 
patrons in filling their information 
needs-was declining while the subject 
specialists perform other assigned respon
sibilities. 

Some of the subject specialists said they 
go out to work at the desk from time to 
time for stimulation and a ''breath of fresh 
air.'' They feel the decision to remove the 
professional librarians from the reference 
desks was made without regard to the 
unique abilities of many of these librari
ans, their feelings of job satisfaction in a 
reference librarian role, their lifetime com
mitment to patron service, and their many 
years of experience. 

However, not all subject specialists 
agreed with having professionals as
signed desk duty. The variables that de
fined the two groups, according to the 
data, were length of time as a reference li
brarian and length of time as a profes-

sional librarian. In general, those with 
more experience as reference librarians 
and those with more years in the profes
sion were the strongest in favor of as
signed desk hours. 

Figure 11 shows the average number of 
assigned hours recommended based on 
years of reference experience. Figure 12 
shows the same information based on 
years as a professional librarian. Those 
recommending fewer desk hours have 
significantly less reference experience and 
are newer in the library profession. 

The subject specialists reported that 
working desk hours helps them keep up 
in all the subjects in their reference area, 
maintain their awareness of patron de
mands on library collections they are re
sponsible for building, assess the effec
tiveness of and need for library instruction 
of patrons, and train student reference as
sistants and department assistants. These 
are all important factors because all sub
ject specialists are expected to act as a 
backup resource at the desk during as
signed hours for all subjects, not just for 
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their own areas of expertise. Subject spe
cialists also view reference service as an 
important component in fulfilling their li
brary use instruction and collection devel
opment responsibilities. In general, then, 
the subject specialists recommend a re
turn to assigned desk hours to help keep 
themselves fully professional. 

CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study has shown that removing 
professional librarians from the reference 
desks and relying solely on student and 
paraprofessional assistants has created se
rious problems with the reference service 
in the Lee Library of Brigham Young Uni
versity; the student reference assistants 
and department assistants felt isolated 
from the professionals who have the req
uisite knowledge and skills. The referral of 
patrons to the subject specialists worked 
poorly. The training given reference staff 
was inconsistent and sometimes ineffec
tive. And most of all, the student refer
ence assistants answered correctly and 
completely only 36 percent of the ques
tions asked of them in an unobtrusive test. 

Recommendations 

The problems with reference service dis
covered in this study are related to three 
major areas where action needs to be 
taken: 

1. Setting standards of performance for 
reference service provided at the reference 
desks. Standards or job expectations need 
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to be established for question negotiation, 
search strategies, referrals, the amount of 
time to spend with patrons, and the per
centage of correct answers that will be ac
ceptable. Standards are also needed for 
the quantity and quality of professional 
time devoted to desk and desk backup re
sponsibilities. 

2. Improving the training program for 
all personnel involved in reference ser
vice. A uniform, consistent, and soundly 
structured training program emphasizing 
an apprenticeship relationship between 
student reference assistants and profes
sional subject specialists should be devel
oped and implemented. 

3. Involving the subject specialists 
more heavily in reference responsibilities. 
The professional librarians, with their ex
pertise and experience, should provide 
the foundation for improving reference 
service both directly and indirectly. They 
should be required to make a greater com
mitment to reference service in their job 
descriptions; they need to be more readily 
accessible to patrons and other reference 
personnel; and they need to be more in
volved in training other reference person
nel in their areas of expertise. 

With a constantly changing short-term 
reference staff, it is very difficult to create a 
solid foundation on which to build an im
proved reference service. Only an ongo
ing evaluation system can assure that 
standards and job expectations are main
tained. 
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APPENDIX A: REPRESENTATIVE SELECTION OF THE QUESTIONS USED FOR 
UNOBTRUSIVE TESTING 

1. I need to find the address and director of 
the U.S. Information Agency. 

2. Where can I find out which colleges offer 
associate degrees in engineering? 

3. I'd like to find a short statement that ex
plains passive aggressive personality. 

4. I have this citation: Proc Natl Acad Sci 
72(9):3453+ on salmonella. Where is it? 

5. How do you use Science Citation Index to 
find an article on phospholipid metabo
lism? 

6. What is another name for folic acid and 
what is its chemical formula? 

7. I need to know where the Ogoki River is 
located. 

8. I want to read about Larry King, the radio 
talk-show host. I need information about 
his life and I need a picture of him. 

9. Where are your books on animation? 
10. I've been looking all day for the 1986 

volume of the Middle East Journal. It's not 
in the book stacks or on the sorting 
shelves. Is there any place else I can check 
for it? 

11. I need brief biographical information on 
important people in Italian history. 

12. I need the address of the Lee County (Al
abama) Historical Society. 

13. I need to know how many people in the 
world speak Spanish. 

14. For my art history class I need to find out 
what the Ash Can School of painting is 

and who some of the artists who be
longed to it are. 

15. When did they start rating films with 
"G," "PG," "R," and "X," and what is 
the official name of this system? 

Examples of Escalator Questions 

The correctness of answers given to these 
questions was determined by whether or not 
the desk assistant negotiated adequately to ar
rive at the "true" question (step 3). 

1. Step 1: Where are your education ency
clopec:tias? 

Step 2: I need information on test 
scores. 

Step 3: I want to compare the ACT and 
SAT test scores. 

2. Step 1: My teacher told me to look in the 
PDR to get some information on 
codeine. Where can I find it? 

Step 2: I need to know if it is habit form-
in g. 

Step 3: I take Tylenol with codeine and 
want to know if I should be wor-
ried about the codein:e in it. 

3. Step 1: Where can I find Time and 
Newsweek magazines? 

Step 2: I need articles from the last few 
months. 

Step 3: I need information on the fifth 
amendment stand of Oliver 
North. 
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L.etters 
THE 0 DISMAL SCIENCE" REVISITED 

To the Editor: 
The January 1989 issue of Library Quarterly contains an article which I commend to you, 

George Harris' essay, "Historic Cataloging Costs, Issues, and Trends." In his piece Harris, 
senior cataloger, humanities cataloging team, University of Missouri, Columbia, reports 
the findings that grew out of his efforts to gather data about changes in the length and 
complexity of LC cataloging copy between 1956 and 1981, changes in academic library 
cataloging costs over the past century or so, changes in average academic library salaries 
since the late nineteenth century, and the average cost among reporting academic libraries 
to catalog a monograph at the time he gathered his data. 

Harris' findings are interesting, and I wish to call your attention in particular to his 
discoveries concerning changes in LC cataloging copy between 1956 and 1981: the length of 
LC cataloging copy, in number of characters, increased 24.5 percent; the number of entries 
grew 130.2 percent; the number of fields essentially doubled; and the number of subject 
heading subdivisions increased 156.2 percent. 

Harris concludes that ''cataloging copy has definitely become both much longer and 
much more complex,'' which he attributes to the growth in collections, with ''many more 
books in libraries to differentiate,'' and to the increased voluminousness and complexity of 
library material. 

Harris' findings concerning the significant increase in cataloging copy should remind the 
librarian-especially the librarian making decisions about the allocation of scarce 
resources-of the need to bear in mind one of the most pervasive and powerful laws of 
what Carlyle referred to as the "Dismal Science" (i.e., economics): the law of diminishing 
marginal returns. 

Put simply, the law holds that, in the case of whatever process we are interested in, as the 
amount of some input is increased, beyond some point the amount or size of the resulting 
additions to the output will decrease. Concerning application of the law of diminishing 
marginal returns to the creation of cataloging copy, the relevant input is cataloging staff 
time; the output we should be concerned with is not mere cataloging copy, which is after all 
a means and not an end in itself, but rather with that end, that is, with useful and sought 
access points. 

The law lends itself to graphic depiction in the well-known (to economists) toppling-over 
S-curve (figure 1). Let us see what the graph would like if the law of diminishing marginal 
returns does in fact apply to the creation of cataloging copy. The input we are considering, 
cataloging staff time, is measured along the horizontal axis, and the output, useful and 
sought access points, along the vertical. The graph shows what happens to increases in 
useful and sought access points as we increase the amount of staff time devoted to 
cataloging. In the graph, the distance from A to B is the same as that from C to D; but notice 
that the distance from W to X, the increase in useful and sought access points which results 
when cataloging staff time is increased from A to B, is significantly greater than the distance 
from Y to Z, the increase in useful and sought access points due to the addition of staff time 
from C to D. In other words, the increase in cataloging staff time represented by C to D 
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resulted in a significantly smaller increase in useful and sought access points than did the 
increase in staff time from A to B. 

It is possible to express the relationship between increases in cataloging staff time and the 
resulting increases in useful and sought access points in an alternative manner, which may 
make the relationship even more graphic. In the second graph (figure 2), the vertical axis 
depicts the costs of cataloging staff (i.e., salary and benefits, which are of course a function 
of cataloging staff time), while the horizontal axis depicts useful and sought access points. 
The distances from W to X and from Y to Z are the same, indicating equal increases in useful 
and sought access points. However, the costs to achieve the increases are substantially 
different. Note that the cost C to D, to achieve increases Y to Z, is significantly greater than 
cost A to B, required to increase useful and sought access points from W to X. 

Perhaps a good way to express the implications of the law of diminishing marginal 
returns is thts: Beyond a certain point, further increases in output become very expensive. 
The trick, then, is to strike a sensible balance between increases in input and the ever more 
costly increases in output. 

We are, of course and unfortunately, unable to refine this analysis as it applies to 
cataloging copy and useful and sought access points to anything like the degree possible in 
many processes. About the best we can hope for in the case of the creation of cataloging 
copy is that the librarian responsible for making decisions pertaining to this process be 
acutely aware of the law of diminishing marginal returns. 

DENNIS P. CARRIGAN 
Assistant Dean, College of Library and Information Science 
University of Kentucky 
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Cataloging resources from ALA Books 

Handbook for AACR2, 1988 Revision: Explaining and Illustrating 
the Anglo-American Cataloging Rules 
Margaret Maxwell 
$27 .50pbk. Approx. 480p. 0-8389-0505-6 July 1989 

Catalogers in all types of libraries will welcome the expanded and 
revised edition of Margaret Maxwell's classic companion to 
AACR2. The Journal of Librarianship described the first edition as 
" ... an extensive commentary further illustrated by some 400 
worked examples ... provides a wealth of supplementary material 
and interpretation which makes the volume a mine of useful 
information for the cataloguer." 

Serials Cataloging Handbook: An Illustrative Guide to the Use of 
AACR2 and LC Rule Interpretations 
Carol Leong 
$50.00cl. 320p. 0-8389-0501-3 May 1989 

Addresses nearly 200 problems in one of the most difficult areas of 
cataloging. The user-oriented "guide by example" format draws 
together AACR2 rules and LC rule interpretations with illustrations 
of the bibliographic record, OCLC record, and title page or title 
page substitutes, allowing the user to see at a glance both the 
nature of and the solution to a partiGular problem. 

AACR2 1988 Revision: An Introduction 
Eric Hunter 
$21.00cl. 160p. ALA order code 8457-2 June 1989 

The new and expanded edition of Hunter's popular programmed 
learning manual incorporates the rule changes published in the 
AACR2 1988 Revision. College & Research Libraries called the 
1979 edition " ... a model of clarity that makes the revised rules 
much less intimidating." Published by The Library Association, 
London, under the Clive Bingley imprint; distributed exclusively in 
the U.S. by ALA Publishing. 

ALA Books 
American Library Association 
50 East Huron Street, Chicago, IL 60611 
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Libraries and the Search for Academic Ex
cellence. Ed. by Patricia Senn Breivik 
and Robert Wedgeworth. Papers from 
the National Symposium on Libraries 
and the Search for Academic Excellence 
held March 15-17, 1987, at Columbia 
University's Arden House. Metuchen, 
N.J.: Scarecrow, 1988. $25 (ISBN 0-
8108-2157-5). LC 88-15855. 
This collection documents the Sympo- _ 

sium on Libraries and the Search for Aca
demic Excellence, sponsored by the Uni
versity of Colorado and Columbia 
University in 1987. Ten papers commis
sioned to provide background for the par
ticipants as well as three speeches, two 
discussion summaries, and action recom
mendations are included. Most of the cur
rent cycle of educational reform reports 
beginning with A Nation at Risk have ig
nored libraries even though the Informa
tion Age permeates the reports and '' aca
demic libraries constitute the point of 
access to most information on campuses.'' 
Undergraduate education is the focus of 
the reports and of the symposium, which 
sought to provide a catalyst "for libraries 
to be more active partners in the educa
tional arenas both at the campus and the 
national levels." 

The symposium has been covered by 
both the higher education and library 
press. Furthermore, the descriptions of 
projects in most of the papers will be fa
miliar to academic librarians who read 
journals or attend conferences, and at 
least two papers are available in other 
publications. Nevertheless, readers will 
probably find new ideas and insightful 
summaries. For me, the interdisciplinary 
centers at the Newberry Library are an ex-

ample of the former, and Colette 
Wagner's realistic analysis of the nontra
ditional student and Ward Shaw's de
scription of library computing are exam
ples of the latter. 

Among these academic leaders "em
power" has become a cliche and its repeti
tion is irritatingly frequent. The word, 
however, does signal the pervasiveness of 
politics in educational reform. Irving J. 
Spitz berg's assessment of ''The Politics of 
the Curriculum in American Higher Edu
cation'' is the best article in the collection. 
Academic administrators will read rue
fully his description of University Stan
dard Time. More importantly, he provides 
much of the answer to Gordon Gee's and 
Patricia Breivik' s questions about why li
braries are not used more effectively and 
why reserves, lectures, and textbooks 
continue to dominate teaching. All accept 
that "the quality of the educational ven
ture begins in the classroom but also de
pends upon the whole campus environ
ment." However, the campus political 
environment seldom recognizes cocurric
ular life, "because the professionals en
gaged in the correlative work are second
class citizens in the campus political 
community. . . . They do not have the col
lective authority of the faculty dealing 
with curriculum issues. They are not as 
well organized as a vocal student minor
ity." This reality is implicitly recognized 
in the conclusion from the panel discus
sions that the way to the institutional 
agenda may be indirect. A position on the 
national agenda for education with recog
nition of the potential role of libraries in all 
levels of education may provide leverage 
locally. 
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Interestingly, the topic of money was in
troduced only in the discussions. The li
brary administrators note that the identifi
cation of new roles for libraries and 
librarians begs the question of where in
creased resources to support innovation 
will be obtained. The only course of action 
recommended during the panel discus
sions was to gain the support of the CEO 
and the trustees of the institution, and 
thus more politics. 

Sadly, the recommendations provide 
confirmation of the existence of University 
Standard Time. To make possible self
directed, independent learners, "infor
mation and evaluation skills need to be 
mastered at the undergraduate level, and 
learning opportunities should be inte
grated within the existing departments, 
analogous to 'writing across the curricu
lum,' rather than stand-alone biblio
graphic instruction programs." In 1960, 
Patricia Knapp's Monteith Library Pro
gram sought "to stimulate and guide stu
dents in developing sophisticated under
standing of the library and increasing 
competence in its use. To achieve this end, 
[the project] proposes to provide students 
with experiences which are functionally 
related to their course work.'' 

Obviously, our libraries and our cam
puses have made frustratingly little prog
ress toward the objective identified thirty 
years ago. Even in University Standard 
Time, this is exceedingly slow.-Ellen 
Hoffmann, York University, Ontario, Canada. 

Lancaster, F. Wilfrid. If You Want to 
Evaluate Your Library . . . Champaign, 
Ill.: University of Illinois Graduate 
School of Library and Information Sci
ence, 1988. 193p. $34.50 (ISBN 0-87845-
078-5). LC 88-091-099. 
Unrelenting pressure on library budgets 

is forcing administrators to look not only 
at those programs that can be reduced or 
eliminated, but also at the efficiency and 
effectiveness of mainline services. Toward 
this end, If You Want to Evaluate Your Li
brary . . . arrives at a most opportune 
time. 

Covering much of the same ground, al
beit in a highly condensed manner as in 
his standard 1977 work Measurement and 
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Evaluation of Library Services, Lancaster be
gins with an excellent chapter that defines 
the evaluative process and then ties this 
definition to libraries via Ranganathan's 
Five Laws of Library Science. This is fol
lowed by chapters on the evaluation of 
document delivery and reference services. 

Interestingly, the author prefaces this 
work by contending that the earlier Mea
surement and Evaluation of Library Services 
was II never . . . completely satisfactory 
for use as a text .... It is a review and syn
thesis of earlier literature rather than a 
practical guide to the conduct of evalua
tions within libraries. 11 This clearly raises 
a classic "theory versus practice" issue, 
typically waged over the teaching of cata
loging. Should courses stress the theory 
behind the process or practical technique? 
Ideally both. Evaluation without a theo
retical base will leave the reviewer unable 
to utilize the results intelligently, while a 
theoretically sound review conducted in
appropriately will render unreliable data 
from which to proceed. Fortunately, this 
volume exhibits a workable balance be
tween theory and practice and should 
prove an excellent basic primer for stu
dents and practitioners alike. 

Unfortunately, the mix of various types 
of libraries and areas within libraries is not 
so balanced. The overwhelming focus is 
on collection development and public ser
vices, to the virtual exclusion of technical 
services, and on issues that relate primar
ily to academic research libraries. If, for ex
ample, "your library" is a small public li
brary interested in evaluating its technical 
services department, this volume will be 
of scant utility. In short, the title suggests 
a general guide to evaluation, while the 
content is much more narrowly focused. 

Beyond the minor issue of the title, the 
volume should serve as a logical capstone 
to coursework in collection development 
and public services, and as a suitable 
guide for librarians contemplating their 
first evaluative process. The select bibliog
raphy will serve to guide those desiring 
more than an introduction, although iden
tification of desired citations would have 
been facilitated by bibliographic listings at 
the end of each chapter, as was the case in 
the earlier Measurement and Evaluation of Li-



brary Seroices, instead of a consolidated 
list. 

In summary, Lancaster's earlier work 
on this topic was considerably more thor
ough and comprehensive and one cannot 
help but wonder why an updated second 
edition of that work was not produced in
stead of this pared down version. Still, · 
this is a solid treatment of a timely topic 
from one of the leading experts, if not the 
leading expert, in the field, making this a 
logical source for students and librarians 
alike who are interested in the evaluation 
process.-Clifford H. Haka, Michigan State 
University, East Lansing. 

Shailor, Barbara A. Catalogue of Medi
eval and Renaissance Manuscripts in 
the Reinecke Rare Book Room and Man
uscript Library, Yale University. Vol
ume II: Mss. 251-500. Binghamton, 
N.Y.: Medieval and Renaissance Texts 
and Studies, 1987. 578p. $36 (ISBN 0-
86698-030-X (alk. paper v.2) ). LC 84-
667. 
Barbara Shailor' s catalogue is the sec

ond of presumably three volumes to de
scribe the holdings of the Beinecke Rare 
Book Room and Manuscript Library at 
Yale University (for a review of Vol. I in 
these pages, see C&RL 47:518-20 (1986). It 
catalogues 250 manuscripts, a group of 
books that date from the ninth to the nine
teenth century and were made in diverse 
centers ranging from Europe to Central 
America. 

Because of their disparate nature, these 
manuscripts pose problems of presenta
tion on both the levels of organization of 
the book as a whole and of individual en
tries. First, how does one structure such a 
varied group of entries in order to give 
them coherence? Shailor discusses the 
books in numerical order rather than se
lecting thematic divisions as organizing 
principles-divisions, such as country of 
origin (as is being done in the ongoing cat
alogue of manuscripts of the Walters Art 
Gallery, Baltimore, whose French volume 
has just appeared), or type of text (literary, 
historical, devotional, etc.). She offsets 
the random nature of the presentation by 
providing at the end of the volume a series 
of indices intended to aid the reader in 
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placing the manuscripts in appropriate ge
ographical, chronological, artistic, and so
cial contexts. These aids to the reader give 
some coherence and shape to the collec
tion. 

Following the indices, however, are a 
sequence of plates whose organizational 
structure is not immediately apparent. 
These illustrations are labeled with manu
script number, folio citation, and an indi
cation of scale which notes whether the 
pictures are of natural size, enlarged, or 
reduced. Nothing in the list of plates or 
their captions makes clear that these im
ages are arranged geographically and 
chronologically (showing in plates 3-23 
German, French, and Netherlandish 
manuscripts, in plates 24-27 English man
uscripts, in plates 28-41 Italian manu
scripts, in plate 42 a later German exam
ple, in plate 43 a Central European 
manuscript, in plates 44-53 Byzantine 
manuscripts, and in plates 54-61 Greek 
texts written in Italy). Such clarification 
would enhance the utility of the illustra
tions. Indeed, the catalogue as a whole 
would benefit from the inclusion of an in
troduction to volume II which specifies 
how the book was structured; as it stands, 
the reader has to consult the introduction 
to the first volume for such information. 

A second problem that a cataloger faces 
is how to discuss individual manuscripts. 
Sailor has opted for a traditional structure 
that she fleshes out with carefully ob
served detail that is particularly rich in the 
treatment of texts. Within each entry 
Shailor provides a description of the man
uscript's contents, including incipits for 
unpublished texts and citations of critical 
editions for published ones. This is fol
lowed by a physical description (discus
sions of support, ruling, collation, script, 
artistic concerns, and binding), discussion 
of provenance, and bibliography. The 
length of her entries and their attention to 
details of concern to historians, literary 
scholars, art historians, and codicologists 
are impressive and will make the cata
logue a very useful research tool. How
ever, the resultant fragmented structure . 
detracts from the reader's experience of 
the individual manuscripts themselves. In 
some ways this catalogue presents so 
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much information about books that the in
dividual codex becomes lost. 

For instance, because the catalogue 
places such weight on texts, it does not 
treat the illustrated codex in an integrated 
fashion. The separation of identifications 
of text from subjects for images within the 
catalogue may reflect traditional discipli
nary divisions Qiterary history versus art 
history), but it violates the experience that 
a reader turning the pages of an illustrated 
book has. Pictures are embedded in texts, 
and modern researchers like medieval 
readers before them, need to understand 
their relation. Shailor' s identification of 
subjects for illustration is buried among 
the physical description in close proximity 
to analyses of artistic style, as though that 
were the primary information one would 
wish to know about pictures. I suspect 
that it would have been more useful to the 
general reader of the volume if the identi
fication of subjects for illustration had 
been integrated into the description of the 
text so that readers could easily see how 
pictures focus attention on particular 
texts, either reinforcing or, in fewer cases, 
rearranging the reader's experience of the 
written word. Such concerns are no 
longer simply the focus of art historians; 
increasingly historians and literary theo
rists are taking illustration of individual 
manuscripts into account when interpret
ing the text. 

My few criticisms about the treatment of 
visual material in Shailor' s catalogue 
should not detract from its value. This 
book is a solid piece of scholarship which 
attempts to introduce the Beinecke collec
tion to a broad audience.lts thorough cat
alogue entries provide a wealth of infor
mation that scholars will mine for many 
years.-Anne D. Hedeman, School of Art & 
Design, University of Illinois, Urbana
Champaign. 

Preservation Microfilming: A Guide for 
Librarians and Archivists. Ed. by 
Nancy Gwinn for the Association of Re
search Libraries. Chicago: American Li
brary Assn., 1987. 212p. $40 (ISBN 0-
8389-0481-5). LC 87-10020. 
As preservation is becoming recognized 

as an important function of libraries and 
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archives, microfilming is assuming a role 
as an integral part of preservation in a 
growing number of institutions. Preserva
tion Microfilming: A Guide for Librarians and 
Archivists fills an important gap in library 
and archival literature by providing an ex
cellent in-depth introduction to the sub
ject. Heretofore it was difficult to obtain a 
good overview of preservation microfilm
ing. Preservation Microfilming pulls to
gether and integrates information that 
was only available before from a variety of 
sources, and it contributes new informa
tion as well. 

Preservation Microfilming achieves its 
purpose and scope as they are set forth in 
the preface: 

You can approach this book in many ways; as 
an overview of the whole process of preserva
tion microfilming, as a detailed-but not 
exhaustive-guide to each step of the opera
tion, as a reference book to other documents or 
programs to meet your specific needs, as a fact 
book, as a checklist, as a place to find sample 
forms or photos-in short, as a helper to keep 
right behind your desk. Read it through, then 
go back as needed for specific facts and refer
rals. You won't find in detail every procedure 
that you will require-many of them must mesh 

. with local priorities and conditions-but the 
critical issues are all covered. We hope the book 
will end up being well-thumbed. 

Preservation Microfilming is the work of 
several people. Different authors wrote 
the first drafts of the chapters; these cover 
all phases of preservation microfilming, 
from the selection of materials for micro
filming to the bibliographic control of mi
croforms. The first chapter presents an 
·overview of administrative decisions and 
serves as 11 an extended abstract of the en
tire manual.'' Rigorous editing has mini
mized the overlap from chapter to chap
ter, and the careful attention of many 
reviewers has ensured the accuracy of the 
information presented. 

One of the most impressive things about 
Preservation Microfilming is the emphasis 
maintained throughout on placing micro
filming within the broader contexts of the 
preservation program, the institution, 
and the national agenda. This treatment 
begins with the introduction, which pro
vides a historical context and examines the 



environment in which local microfilming 
programs operate, and is continued in all 
the chapters. For instance, the chapter on 
selection of materials for microfilming 
stresses the variety of options that exist in 
a comprehensive preservation program 
and defines microfilming's niche within 
such a program. The afterword points out 
the need for preservation microfilming to 
be given the same attention as other criti
cal library or archival functions. 

This is not to say that Preservation Micro
filming emphasizes the theoretical at the 
expense of the practical. For example, the 
manual can serve as a checklist to ensure 
no important step or consideration in ami
crofilming program is being omitted. It 
can guide a reader through the decision 
making required for preservation micro
filming, including how to determine 
when microfilming is the best preserva
tion option. It can help a reader become a 
more effective advocate of microfilming 
within the organization and better under
stand his or her responsibilities vis-a-vis 
those of curators and bibliographers, 
scholars and faculty members, conserva-
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tors, and catalogers. Finally, in addition to 
providing answers, the book suggests 
what questions should be asked in order 
to build a preservation microfilming pro
gram consonant with the goals and proce
dures of the institution. 

The book's clear organization; excellent 
index; and abundant references, foot
notes, and lists of suggested readings 
make it useful as a reference manual. Th~ 
appendixes contain citations to published 
standards and specifications and infOifua
tion ~n how to obtain them, a sample con
tract for microfilming services, a glossary, 
and a listing of institutions and organiza
tions that can be contacted for more ad
vice. 

The authors and editor of this volume 
deserve to be congratulated for the clear 
and thorough way in which they have 
captured the issues and steps involved in 
preservation microfilming. Preservation 
Microfilming: A Guide for Librarians and Ar
chivists is already well on its way to becom
ing a classic in the field.-Connie Brooks, 
Stanford University Libraries, Stanford, Cali
fornia. 
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Gale International Directory of Publications 
1989-90. Ed. by Kay Gill and Darren L. 
Smith. Detroit: Gale, 1989. 573p. $95(ISBN0-
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International Organizations 1989, 23d ed. Ed. by 

Karin E. Koek. Detroit: Gale, 1989. 1,433p. 
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(ISBN 0-8018-3734-0). LC 88-45391. 

New Literary History: International Bibliography of 
Literary Theory and Interpretation, 1984-85. Ed. 
by Ralph Cohen and Jeffrey M. Peck. Balti
more: Johns Hopkins Univ. Pr., 1989. 188p. 
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N.J.: Scarecrow, 1989. 61p. $12.50 (ISBN 0-
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Webster's Dictionary of English Usage. Comp. by 
Merriam-Webster Inc. Springfield, Mass.: 
Merriam-Webster Inc., 1989. 973p. $18.95 
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because it offers so many opportunities for service to my 
library colleagues. 

"I spent 16 years in an academic library where I experienced firsthand the complexities of 
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society, are qualified by the year 2001 Other articles 
discuss wall Street, ,banking, the military and other 
fields, with practica) guidance on preparing tor
and getting-jobs in these areas. 
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