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How Should a Professor Look at His University Library ?

I am not a professional librarian. But my
father was director of a specialized library
and I have from time to time been involved with
libraries in various ways, as a user, as a gov-
ernment official, and as a foundation executive
among whose responsibilities was assistance to
library development in various parts of the
world. Now that I am back in a univerity I
cannot help speculating about how a professor
should look at the library of the institution at
which he is located.

There is much talk of the information ex-
plosion. Certainly, in the years since I first
taught, the number of professional journals has
increased enormously. The number of new
books published has also increased considerably
in the United States though perhaps not as
rapidly in Japan. In the United States profes-
sors have learned to assign to their students
a wider variety of readings. Both undergradu-
ate and graduate enrollments have grown with
corresponding increases in the number of faculty
members who are expected to do “research,”
almost regardless of whether the resulting
publications are significant or not. Each of
these factors has stimulated a demand for
larger university libraries. Rules on accredita-
tion and the pride of trustees, administrators
and faculty in library statistics have added to
the pressures. .

At the same time, unfortunately, the world-
wide inflation has greatly increased the cost of
books and magazines. Personnel costs have,
of course, risen even faster. The sale price
of a book is often, perhaps usually, exceeded
by the cost of its acquisition and processing
in the library. The cost of merely keeping a
book is substantial—perhaps now in the United
States something like two dollars a volume
per year. Every unused book is therefore a
burden, wasting the income from $ 50 of endow-
ment. Both professors and students have tended
to look at libraries as free resources to which
they have a natural right of access. But now,
when public and private support for higher
education is lagging behind the increases in
enrollments and costs, this attitude will no
longer do. The library too is dependent on the

common budget of the university. If the money
for library books and services is not provided
from private donations or government subsidies,
it must come cut of student fees. In any case,
what is spent on the library is not available
for other student services and for wages or
salaries. The library is competing for scarce
university resources. It is just as important
that the library serve the basic needs of the
university community efficiently and econom-
ically as it is for the heating system to do so.

It seems to me that the expectations of
professors vis-a-vis their libraries must be
moderated by these facts. The utility of
a library is not primarily a question of
numbers. Mere size in a library is a liability
not an asset. But the temptation is to buy all
the books the current budget will allow. In
this libraries too are subject to one of Professor
Parkinson's laws—that in a bureaucracy work
expands to use up whatever budget is avail-
able. But, because of ongoing storage costs,
this is the road to bankruptcy. The need is
rather to provide maximum service at minimum
expense, and with minimum expansion of the
permanent collections, by using all the methods
which the society and the available technology
make practicable. This can only be done, how-
ever, with some sophisticated understanding
and a great deal of cooperation on the part of
both professors and administrators.

A successful strategy requires a definition of
goals and priorities. Since book collections are
semi-permanent assets creating semi-permanent
charges on budgets, the goals and priorities
also need to be semi-permanent. In America
today there are thousands of “orphaned” col-
lections sitting almost unused in our libraries.
These “orphans” are the result of buying
books to meet individual professorial interests
to which the department or university has no
long-term commitment. As a result, when the
individual moves to another institution, retires,
or shifts his interest, the collection which he
promoted goes undeveloped and unused. In
most institutions there is no rational process
by which long-term priorities for the library
are determined. The allocation of funds is
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determined instead by bargaining between the
academic departments and the librarian and
consequently fluctuates with changes in the
balance of power in the academic community.
Within departments the same competitive in-
dividual game is played. This system makes
long-term library efficiency virtually impos-
sible. But to change it requires both strong
administrative leadership and a willingness on
the part of professors and departments to give
up some of their traditional independence in
favor of long-term community interests.

It may be relatively easy to agree on some
kinds of priorities. I would myself put intel-
ligent library service first. It is more impor-
tant to me, and I believe also to my students,
to have librarians who can give informed guid-
ance as to where needed materials and infor-
mation can be found than it is that specific
items be in the collection. It is important that
the materials which are in the library be
readily accessible, that they be well cataloged
and that they not be dispersed in many special
collections behind locked doors, or permanently
on the office shelves of my academic colleagues.
Good service is a two-way matter. Presuma-
bly within my specialty I should know more
than the librarians and should help them. But
because of training and wide contact with
other specialists the librarians should be of
great help to me in most fields outside my
own narrow range. If I do not return books
I cannot expect to find what I need on the
library shelves.

Because I look first to the library for guid-
ance on how to find what 1 need, I also give
high priority to the development of the bibli-
ographic collection. Even this, however, should
be related to a long-range university plan.
Where the subject is a major ongoing concern
the bibliographic collection should be exhaus-
tive. Where it is not, only general bibli-
ographies are needed.

I do not ask that the library be a museum.

Certainly significant old books and documents’

should be preserved—somewhere. Perhaps each
library needs a few to illustrate the history
of printing, books and scholarship. But there

is little need for libraries to compete in the
acquisition of rare books unless the book sought
belongs in a collection supporting research in
which the university has an important and
continuing interest. If this is not the case
and others want the book—Ilet them have it!
Claims that we have a book which is in only
two or three other libraries do not move me.
My reaction is that probably we didn’t need
that book either.

I do expect the library to use all techniques
which reduce cost, simplify access, and make
for long life of the collections in this day when
most paper cannot be expected to last more
than forty years. Here I am thinking of
the various micro-techniques—microfilm, micro-
fiche, microcard, etc. Access to centralized
computer storage of information is likely to
become increasingly important in some fields.
But I also include an efficient inter-library
loan service. Going one step further, I believe
the library should show initiative in creating
cooperative arrangements with other libraries
for division of labor, cooperative coverage, easy
exchange, and joint storage.

The most difficult problem remains the defi-
nition of institutional goals. No university
library can be adequate in all fields of know-
ledge. To be outstanding in even one field it
must neglect others. If decisions are not made
and followed with some long-term consistency,
the collection is likely to end up as mediocre
throughout. But a decision to emphasize some
fields does imply neglect of others and this
discrimination must be coordinated with choices
with regard to curriculum and the hiring of
professors. Unfortunately, most decisions on
curriculum and staffing are made without re-
gard to the library problems which they create
and most professors assume that the univer-
sity which hires them is responsible for pro-
viding them with the library collections they
think they need. Perhaps both the decision
making process and the assumption are out-
moded.

Let me use myself as an example. My own
field is Japanese government. The university
at which I am employed, however, does not
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have an established program of Japanese stud-
ies, nor does it have a library collection of
books in Japanese. If I should insist that the
university acquire Japanese language books in
my field the expense would be very substan-
tial since there is at present no member of
the library staff who could order or process
them. Moreover, no other member of the uni-
versity staff would be likely to utilize the
books which I want. When I retire a few
years from now the Japanese collection which
I started would be useless. Actually, since my
assignment at the university is largely admin-
istrative, I do not insist on development of a
Japanese collection but depend on my own
library for the Japanese material I need. I sug-
gest, however, that even if I were younger and
in full-time teaching it would be unwise for
the university to start a Japanese collection for
my use unless a decision was made at the highest
level to expand Japanese studies by appoint-
ment of additional staff and to continue such
studies into the indefinite future. Without
such a long-term plan it would be wiser, if

support for the research work of a young pro-
fessor was thought desirable, to give him an
allowance for purchase of books, magazines
and microfilm for his personal library which
he could take with him if he moved to another
location. The wuniversity would thereby be
saved inordinate costs of acquisition, processing
and storage. Perhaps some such alternative
should be adopted widely.

As this implies, however, a sound library
plan requires a kind of planning for the future
and a kind of regulation of hiring policies and
the growth of departments which does not now
exist. Most librarians would welcome long-
range university planning on which their ac-
quisition policies could be based. Most faculty
members do not yet accept such planning as
necessary or desirable. I believe this faculty
point of view will have to change. Unless the
proliferation of university interests is guided
and, to some degree, restricted, the problems
of the university library will become more in-
tractable with each passing year.
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