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THE WAY I SEE IT

A s s e r t i n g  o u r  

c o l l e c t i o n  d e v e l o p m e n t  r o l e s

Academic lib ra rians must take responsib ility  fo r  the co llection

by Ian D. Gordon

A s academic librarianship rushes to re­
invent itself in a digital and virtual world, 

there remains at least one constant—our deep- 
rooted love for the printed word. Print mono­
graphic resources remain an important and es­
sential part of all academic libraries. Yet, as 
we enter the 21st century, too many college 
and university librarians seem content to al­
low faculty to control the acquisition of mono­
graphic resources.

Daniel Gore’s classic paper titled “Some­
thing there is that doesn’t love a professor” 
and other studies1 speak to tenuous and, at 
times, strained working relationships with fac­
ulty. Most librarians have seen some faculty 
use library collection budgets to acquire books 
that often do not support the curriculum or 
meet the wider research needs of the academic 
community.

John Budd supports this assertion by stat­
ing that, “For at least the first half of this cen­
tury faculty largely controlled selection in col­
lege libraries. To a lesser extent, faculty con­
trol still exists in some libraries. This means 
that faculty have (or take) responsibility for 
the selection of specific items and, so, have a 
substantial say in the shape of the library’s col­
lection. A common criticism of faculty activi­
ties in collection development is that they lack 
the broad vision necessary to build a collec­
tion of sufficient breadth that the needs of all

the academic community can be met.”2 
Academic librarians recognize that faculty in­
volvement is essential for effective collection 
development. However, librarians feel frus­
trated, ignored, and ineffective when not in­
volved or excluded from this process.

Who is doing the collecting?
It is difficult to discern how many faculty have 
the responsibility for collection development. 
There are a wide range of collection devel­
opment models. These models are usually 
dependent on the size of the library. On one 
hand, most larger academic library systems 
tend to have sufficient funds and approval 
plans to acquire most book resources. Fac­
ulty control of collection development in 
larger library systems is not an issue. On the 
other hand, smaller academic libraries may 
not have the expertise or personnel to ac­
quire book materials in this way. Collection 
development in smaller libraries may wel­
come faculty participation.

Why does the library community continue 
to allow faculty and not librarians to control 
the acquisition of monographic resources in 
mid-sized and comprehensive universities? 
What are the underlying issues preventing 
academic librarians from taking back their 
libraries and control of collection develop­
ment?
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W ith th ese  qu estion s in m ind, a c o lle c ­
tion d ev e lo p m en t su rvey w as d istributed  to 
librarians at e a c h  o f  O n tario , C an ad a’s, 17 
largest universities in th e su m m er o f  1999.

T h e  su rvey ’s p re a m b le  stated, “In  a tim e 
o f  fiscal restraint and  n ev er-en d in g  d em an ds 
o n  aca d em ic  library bu dgets, librarians are 
interested  in kn o w in g  h o w  you  p erce iv e  your 
ro le  in th e  acq u isitio n  o f  library m aterials, 
w h o  should  acquire th ese resources, and w hat 
ro le  sh ou ld  faculty  p lay .”

T h e s e  are  in terestin g qu estion s ad dress­
ing critical an d  p ow erfu l issu es as librarians 
assu m e aca d em ic  status an d  assert th eir ro les 
in an  in creasin g  n u m b er o f  university  librar­
ies.

W h e n  a c a d e m ic  l ib rar ian s w e re  a sk e d  
“W h o  h as th e  prim ary au th orization  to  a c­
qu ire  m on og rap h ic resou rces in you r library?” 
41  p e rce n t o f  all librarians ind icated  that fa c ­
ulty, and/or facu lty  w ith  lib rarian ’s input, 
a cq u ire  m o n o g rap h ic  m aterials w ith in  th eir 
libraries. L ibrarians w ere  so le ly  resp o n sib le  
fo r th e acq u isition  o f  m o n o g rap h ic  resou rces 
in on ly  3 0  p e rce n t o f  all library system s. T h e  
im portant im p lication  h e re  is that librarians 
o ften  d o  n o t p lay  an  active ro le  in se lectin g  
library resou rces at m any acad em ic  institu­
tions. In d eed , m an y  O n tario  aca d em ic  librar­
ies co n tin u e  to  a llo w  faculty  to  drive th e  c o l­
lec tio n  d ev e lo p m en t p ro cess  w h e n  librarians 
are b e st  su ited  to  p erfo rm  this fun ction .

L ib ra r ia n s  a s  c o lle c t io n  
d e v e lo p m e n t  s p e c ia lis ts
A cad em ic librarians are trained  p ro fessio n ­
als; they  req u ire  su b ject-sp ecific  un dergradu­
a te  d egrees an d  an  MLS to  b e c o m e  librar­
ians. Librarians serving in aca d em ic  libraries 
are  increasingly  ch a llen g ed  to  h av e  a sec - 
on d -su b jec t m aster’s d egree . T h e se  qu alifi­
ca tio n s sp e a k  v o lu m es to  th e abilities and  
c o m p e te n c e  o f  librarians to  im p lem en t, c o n ­
duct, and  m on itor co llection  d ev elo p m en t ac­
tivities. L ibrarians, w h e n  w ork in g  in a c o n ­
sultative re lationship  w ith faculty, are  in th e 
b e st  p o sition  to  sh a p e  an d  bu ild  library re­
so u rces. T h e  lon g-stan d in g  argu m en t that li­
brarians m ay n o t h av e  the su b je c t  exp e rtise  
to  a d eq u ate ly  p erfo rm  c o lle c tio n  d e v e lo p ­
m en t resp on sib ilities  is n o  lo n g er accu rate . 
C o llection  d ev e lo p m en t is an  im portant re­
sponsib ility . As su ch , it is inclu ded  in m ost 
aca d em ic  lib rarian ’s jo b  descrip tion s.

W h e n  librarians participating in th e  sur­
v ey  w e re  ask ed  to  co m m e n t o n  h o w  they  
felt ab o u t faculty  hav in g  co n tro l o f  th e  s e le c ­
tio n  o f  b o o k s , th ey  p rov id ed  a full ran g e  o f  
co m m en ts  including:

“I am  frustrated  w ith  h o w  little input w e 
hav e— bu t th e  lazy part o f  m e. is reliev ed  that 
it’s th e  faculty w h o  d o  the co lle c tin g .”

“It is reaso n ab ly  effec tiv e  an d  w ork s w ell 
w h e n  faculty  are  w illing  to  c o o p e r a te .”

“I think librarians hav e differing view s . . . 
so m e librarians think that faculty input is a b ­
so lu tely  essen tia l an d  th e  on ly  w ay  to  guar­
an tee  this is b y  g iving sign in g  authority  to 
faculty, w h ich  m ak e s th em  acco u n ta b le  for 
inpu t to  th e  library c o lle c t io n .”

“As profession als, librarians hav e th e  skills 
to  c o n d u c t  c o lle c t io n  d e v e lo p m e n t as an 
o n g o in g  activity essen tia l to  th e  life  o f  the 
university. C onsultation  w ith  faculty  is e ss e n ­
tial to  bu ild  a library b o o k  c o lle c tio n  reflect­
ing  an d  b e in g  sen sitive to  research , te a ch ­
ing, an d  cu rricu lu m  n e e d s .”

I f  a cq u irin g  b o o k  reso u rces  fo r  a ca d e m ic  
lib raries is a b a la n c in g  act, th e n  w h at h in ­
ders librarians from  tipping th e sca les in their 
favor? C h an g in g  p ast p ra c tice s  an d  h isto ri­
ca l ad m inistrative p o licy  d e c is io n s  ca n  b e  
difficult. C hanging faculty an d  adm inistrator’s 
p o sitio n s in v o lv es a stra teg ic  p la n  b a c k e d  
b y  th e  su p p o rt o f  all lib rarian s w ith in  a li­
brary  system . W restling  c o lle c t io n  d e v e lo p ­
m en t resp o n sib ilities  from  faculty  is to o  o f­
ten  a p o litica l, ra th er th an  a lib rary-related  
issu e. Librarians o w e  it to  th e ir  p ro fe ssio n  
to  assert th eir  n o rm ativ e  c o lle c t io n  d ev e l­
o p m e n t ro les.

R e c la im in g  o u r  c o lle c t io n  
r e s p o n s ib il it ie s
As m en tion ed  earlier, librarians h av e  th e  su b­
je c t  exp ertise , skills, reso u rces , an d  a fam il­
iarity  w ith  c o lle c t io n  d e v e lo p m e n t issu es. 
A cqu iring b o o k s  is part o f  w h at an  acad em ic  
librarian d oes. Librarians participating in  th e 
su rvey from  institutions w h ere  faculty  se lect 
b o o k s  w ere  a sk ed  to  co m m e n t o n  w h y  they  
h ad  n o t assu m ed  th eir c o lle c tio n  d ev e lo p ­
m en t resp on sib ility  an d  p ro fession al role.

T h e  ran ge o f  rep lies in clu d ed  co m m en ts 
su ch  as, “It h as a lw ays b e e n  this w a y ”; “T h e  
university librarian and  adm inistration will not 
su p p ort this initiative”; “T o o  political o f  an 
issu e to  ta c k le ”; “W e d o n ’t hav e th e  tim e, e n ­
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ergy, exp ertise , n o r resou rces to  perform  this 
task .”

If  ow nership  o f  co llection  d evelopm ent is 
indeed driven by  political o r  jurisdictional turf 
battle considerations, th en  acad em ic librarians 
n e ed  to  d evelop  a strategy to reclaim  their 
co llective responsibilities. A plan that includes 
learning from  the exp erien ces o f  oth er institu­
tions that have successfully m oved  through this 
process. A plan that incorporates gaining the 
support o f  all librarians, faculty, library, and 
acad em ic administration.

D onald  Riggs, in an  editorial o n  academ ic 
library leadership, stated that, “Generally speak­
ing, acad em ic libraries are conservative orga­
nizations. T h ey  norm ally op erate  o n  insuffi­
cient budgets, and  are doing m ore and  m ore 
w ith less and less. Follow ers and  leaders m ust 
w ork together in questioning th e status quo, 
revisiting th e library’s assum ptions, and  clari­
fying/refreshing the library’s values.”3

Librarians are not g en erally  perce iv ed  as 
radicals or risktakers. M oving forw ard to claim  
co llectio n  d ev elo p m en t respon sib ilities from  
faculty  ca n  b e  v iew ed  as a co llectiv e  risk. 
T his n e e d  n o t b e  so . H erbert W hite  para­
ph rases o u r historical re lu ctan ce  to  shy aw ay 
from  taking risks co n cern in g  p rofession al is­
su es by  stating that “I rem ain  d ism ayed  at 
ou r failure to  tak e stands o n  p rofession al is­
su es , e v e n  as w e  ea g erly  ta k e  stan d s o n  
so ciop o litica l o n e s .”4 It is clearly  a tim e to 
take a stand  o n  this co llec tio n  d ev elo p m en t 
issue. It is n o t just a librarian’s issu e, but an 
issue o f  im p ortan ce that affects all m em bers 
o f  the acad em ic  com m unity.

Carla Stoffle ind icates h o w  w e  sh ou ld  ad­
d ress ch an g e. “T h e  n e e d e d  library organiza­
tional ch an g es o n  the radical level required 
w ill n o t tak e  p la ce  if left in th e  h an d s o f  
m iddle-level m anagem ent a lon e. Transform a­
tio n a l c h a n g e  w ill n o t e m a n a te  from  th e  
p e o p le  w h o  hav e th e m ost at stake in the 
status quo. Transform ational ch ange can  co m e 
on ly  from  sen io r m an ag em en t su pport and 
p ro m o tio n  o f  grou p s co m p o se d  o f  all ranks, 
c lassifications, an d  levels o f  faculty an d  staff 
m akin g  d ecis io n s .”5

Taking back  responsibility for collection de­
velopm ent can  b e  difficult. However, m ost fac­
ulty are indifferent to  library co llection  devel­
opm ent issues. Changing past practices is based 
o n  logical argum ents, soun d  administrative 
practices, and the collective experiences o f  aca-

" I a m  fru s tr a te d  w ith  h o w  litt le  

in p u t  w e  h a v e — b u t th e  la zy  p a rt  

o f m e  is re lie v e d  t h a t  it 's  th e  

fa c u lt y  w h o  d o  th e  c o lle c t in g ."

dem ic librarians. T h e  m ost im portant e lem ent 
in this equ ation  is the w illingness o f  librarians 
to  assert them selves as equal partners.

Building a case  to  ch an ge the p rocess by 
w hich  b o o k s are acquired  in acad em ic librar­
ies n e e d  not b e  consid ered  a ch allen ge to the 
status qu o. Changing past practices n eed  not 
b e  a political or difficult decision. M ost faculty 
are willing to relinquish their responsibility if 
they are given an opportunity to  rem ain ac­
tive and  equal participants. Librarians are re­
sourceful, creative, and talented. Reclaim ing 
our collection developm ent responsibilities can  
b e  a positive and  liberating exercise. As the 
role o f  academ ic librarians continues to change, 
co llection  d evelopm ent should b e  an im por­
tant part o f  our professional practice.
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