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History of Academic Libraries     

     Since their beginnings, academic libraries have played a vital role in providing education.  By making available collections of works to faculty, students and the general population alike, academic libraries have helped the spread of ideas, fostering societal revolutions and advancing the future.  This paper discusses the history and context of the academic library.

     Before academic libraries made collections of materials available for scholars, the established libraries of the time were based in monasteries.  They were mainly concerned with preserving theological works.  The first universities began in the late 12th century.  They were made up of groups of students who gathered around a teacher, and who eventually organized into groups.  The teachers, in turn, became organized and the resulting guilds formed the earliest universities.  By 1300, there were a number of universities established, including schools in Oxford, Naples, Paris and Seville (Harris, 97-98).

     For many years, the schools had no formal libraries.  Teachers had small book collections and would occasionally lend a text out to a student.  Students could buy or rent books from one of many booksellers located around the school.  Some students also had access to collections of books shared by groups of other students.  In Bologna and likely elsewhere, student librarians with the title of “conservateur des livres” cared for and maintained the groups’ collections (Harris, 99).

     By the 14th century, schools and universities were developing formal libraries across Europe and by 1500, more than 75 universities were established, each with some type of library.  The libraries’ collections grew through donations rather than the copying of texts.  Funds were also endowed, and sometimes student fees were collected for purchasing books and maintenance.  Most books were in Latin, and religious works were predominant.  Books were usually shelved by subject, but each library had its own system.  The libraries focused on maintaining collections for use rather than guarding rare works, and in this sense can be called the earliest modern libraries (Harris, 100-102).  

     After 1500, the size of collections in academic libraries increased dramatically due to the advent of printing.  From the 16th through the 19th centuries, university libraries were being established and expanded in more and more countries.  University libraries also benefited from the closing of many monasteries during this time by receiving their collections (Harris, 130-134).   As books were readily available, those in charge of managing the library began to focus more on acquisition, organization and use of materials.  Where library organization once consisted of a shelf list, the growing size of libraries and demands for increased access forced the rise of the card catalog by 1900.  By the late 19th century, the university emerged as a major center for research and education, and increased responsibility was placed on academic libraries to meet those research needs (Harris, 137).  

     In Europe in the 20th century, most libraries struggled with the frequent destruction of collections caused by various wars.  In the relative peace following the two World Wars, universities were rebuilt and collections were once again expanded.  Oxford and Cambridge evolved into two of the best academic libraries in the world.  Other European libraries struggled with many issues, from replacing missing works that were destroyed or censored, to maintaining funding for adequate staffing, to finding facilities to house ever-growing collections (Harris, 196-201).

     In America, the first university began in 1636 to train young men for Puritan ministry.  Two years later, it was named after the Reverend John Harvard when he donated 280 books and a small endowment.  From its humble beginnings, the Harvard Library grew slowly, its collection being completely replaced 125 years later after a fire destroyed the building.  Rules were strict; only graduate students had access to the collection.  After 1765, Harvard offered an “undergraduate library” as well, which was a collection of duplicates and popular works.  The majority of the collection was reserved for faculty use (Harris, 160-161).      

     Yale also began with a small collection of donated books in 1700.  Like Harvard, most titles in the collection were heavily theological.  More colleges with libraries were formed in the early- to mid-1700’s with small collections.  Most suffered during the Revolution, but by the 1790’s, colleges and their libraries were once again being established and slowly expanded, mainly through donations that were added to over the years (Harris, 161-166).

     During the 1800s, Yale and Harvard became the first libraries to establish endowments.  This resulted in more financial stability for their libraries.  Harvard’s library worked to raise funds and increase hours of service.  Library collections at this time mostly consisted of textbooks on theology, philosophy, logic, history, and other classical pursuits (Weiner, 2005).  

     By the 1850’s, hundreds of colleges had been established in the United States, with libraries that varied in collection size and content.  The typical college library before the Civil War was small, usually with fewer than 25,000 volumes made up mainly of gifts, often discards that were considered worthless.  With little or no funding from the college, the libraries were rarely open and were utilitarian and uninviting to students.  A faculty member was usually in charge of supervising the library, often doing so reluctantly as there was no increase in pay to go along with the additional duties (Harris, 167-168).  

     The first library school was created at Columbia University by Melvil Dewey in 1887.  There were only twenty students in the first class.  Two years later, Dewey moved the school to the New York State Library because Columbia did not want to admit women.  Dewey’s students shared their training with other librarians and developed other library schools.  Prior to Dewey’s library school, academic librarians learned by experience or from other librarians.  However, by 1900, a library degree or certificate was required to become a university’s chief librarian (Weiner, 2005).  

     With the industrial revolution, the United States underwent enormous technological development.  This had a direct impact on the academic libraries.  A surplus of wealth lead to large-scale philanthropy directed toward academic institutions, with much of the funds being used to build and develop libraries.  There was also a need for properly trained research and development experts to help drive American industry (Harris, 233).  

     This led to the Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862, which provided federal land grants to establish technical and agricultural colleges and libraries to go with them.  New courses were offered, especially in the sciences, and students were allowed to choose specialized tracks rather than follow a general curriculum.  The establishment of the American Library Association (ALA) at this time and emergence of respected library professionals like Melvil Dewey helped reinforce the idea that books in libraries were essential to education (Harris, 233).  At this time, the German education system also influenced America.  Its major emphasis on seminars made the library and its resources a great priority.  An American scholar who studied in Germany described the German seminar library as a “well-lighted, well-equipped comfortable place for study and research” (Lerner, 85-86).   

     The American academic library grew quickly over the years.  By 1925, Harvard’s University Library had a collection of almost 2.5 million volumes, and that reached almost 4 million by 1940.  In addition to exponentially growing collections, American university libraries were offering longer hours of operation, better catalogs and more efficient library services provided by dedicated library professionals.  Buildings began to be designed with a focus on library purposes, rather than for architectural aesthetics.  Many universities also received substantial gifts of money, buildings and books, with much funding coming from the Carnegie Corporation (Harris, 235-6). 

     In the 1920’s, the economic depression severely affected college and university libraries by halting funding for library programs, despite continued demand for services.  But federal aid was made available to help with much needed indexing, cataloging and binding projects.  Still, libraries were forced to find ways to provide more efficient service with tighter budgets, explore new ways of storing large amounts of materials using microforms, and cooperate with other libraries to expand access to resources (Harris, 237).  Several dozen major academic libraries participated in the Farmington Plan, which made provisions to collect and share new foreign works that would be of use to researchers in America (Lerner, 87).

     During World War II, college and university libraries had plenty of funding, but staff members were scarce and demand for books and library services was high.  In response to this, new methods, tools and workers were developed and trained (Harris, 238).  Academic consortia began to develop around this time to enable libraries to share resources, one of the earliest being the Triangle Research Libraries Network in North Carolina, which included the Duke University library (Bostick, 128).  By the end of the war, the academic library system was stronger than ever (Harris, 238).  
     Under the G.I. Bill passed after World War II, twelve million veterans pursued college degrees which were paid for by the government.  By the 1960s, many were entering graduate school.  This influx of students burdened the acquisitions and cataloging departments of libraries.  Many universities also performed military research during World War II, and continued to do so after the war (Churchwell, 2007).  An increase in non-book materials led the libraries to include audio-visual materials in their collections (Harris, 239).  

     Over the next 30 years, libraries continued to grow, and new colleges and universities were built at rapid rates, many with well-planned library space.  In the 1960’s, the Higher Education Act provided federal funds for college library resources to assist schools that were struggling to provide adequate library service in the face of great demand (Harris, 239-240).  During this time, improvements to computer hardware and software led to decreased technology costs.  Once large academic libraries could afford computer technology, computers began to be used for circulation and acquisitions.  By 1969, academic libraries could share cataloging data via computers (Churchwell, 2007).  In the 1960’s and 1970’s, academic library consortia began to flourish, many of which were formed around library automation initiatives (Bostick, 128).  Thus, the way was paved for automation in academic libraries (Churchwell, 2007).
      A number of social and political movements also occurred during this time, many of which affected higher education.  With the focus on reforming education in colleges and universities, the role of the academic library faded into the background.  In 1969, grants were given to 36 universities to explore new ways to enhance the library’s participation in the education process.  Academic librarians began proactively developing bibliographic instruction programs, and by the mid-1980s were taking a more active teaching role in the universities.  As accessible information increased and new technologies were developed to help retrieve information, the importance of the academic library and its impact on education was widely recognized.  In the 1990’s, with the advent of the internet, academic librarians were even asked to provide instruction for faculty and staff at universities to enable them to keep up with the changing technologies (Farber, 172-176).

     Between 1949 and 1997, the number of American colleges and universities almost doubled, with enrollments and funding growing exponentially.  This substantial growth profoundly changed academic institutions by multiplying and diversifying the programs and services offered.  The scope of academic institutions’ missions and purposes became much more varied and vast.  However, the cost of running colleges and universities also grew tremendously and became increasingly difficult to fulfill.  This led to a situation in which demand was as high as ever, but funding was constrained.  Likewise, libraries experienced expansion and diversification, which led to increased funding needs to meet increasing demands (Frye, 1997).  

     Despite budget pressures, academic libraries have continued to be at the forefront of providing access to electronic resources.  In the past ten years, many academic libraries have been purchasing less printed material and moving older less-used printed materials to remote storage locations.  They are supplementing or replacing printed materials more and more with digital versions.   Many libraries have also begun emulating bookstores and cafés, with an increased emphasis on comfort and entertainment (Storey, 490-494).  

     Despite many changes and advances in recent years, more and more students do not go to their college or university library.  Instead, they conduct research from their own computers.  Most students, especially those in the sciences, turn to Google first as a source for information.  They do use e-journals, often accessing them from the library’s website.  However, they have little or no knowledge of the finer points of many sources of information, and the thought of contacting a librarian does not even occur to them (Haglund and Olsson, 55).

Role and Context of Academic Libraries

     Context refers to both the place of the academic library in higher education and the physical context of the library on college and university campuses.  In both cases, context is in a state of change because of rapid technological advancements and changing demands on librarians.  Traditional roles, such as promoting reading, preserving knowledge, and creating educated, information-literate graduates are still a part of the role and context of the academic library.  However, libraries are now expected to emphasize teaching, help close the information gap, and provide technological services and facilities (Coughlin & Gertzog, 1997, 1-2).

     According to Coughlin and Gertzog (1997), academic libraries are influenced by factors outside of their schools, the structure of their schools, the situation of the libraries themselves, and how these factors relate to one another.  In this model, the academic library is part of the campus, which is part of the academic world, which is part of society at large.  Simultaneously, the library is also part of the world of academic librarianship, which is part of the whole field of librarianship.  All these environments influence the academic library, but its most direct context is the college community to which it belongs (Coughlin & Gertzog, 1997, 3-4).

     Another model for viewing the context of the academic library is the systems theory.  This theory holds that systems are composed of interrelated components which must be viewed as a whole.  Systems also have subsystems and suprasystems, all of which are organized to achieve a specific objective.  Systems receive inputs, process throughputs, and produce outputs, which generate responses that create future inputs.  In this model, libraries are open systems which both draw from and give back to their environments.  Inputs include funding, staff, services, and informational resources.  Outputs are all parts of the community which are affected by the library and its services, such as students, faculty, and community members.  Outputs can be measured through circulation, number of reference questions, and observations of library use, among other factors.  Inputs become outputs within the library itself or through use of its catalog and collection.  The library can change its inputs and outputs in one of two ways: by adapting to its environment or by changing its environment to adapt to the library (Coughlin & Gertzog, 1997, 4-7).  

     An academic library’s physical context is the college campus.  According to Coughlin & Gertzog (1997), all campuses have students, faculty, an administration, alumni, trustees, a physical location, and a library.  Less tangible elements include a history and a tradition.  The combination of these elements makes each institution unique.  It is important to consider each of these elements in order to understand how they influence the library.  Elements such as curriculum, program offerings, and the size and specialties of the faculty obviously have a direct impact on the library.  However, factors such as campus life, including the social life of students, should not be overlooked.  For example, the library may need to have different hours of availability depending on whether most students commute to school or live on campus.  Internal factors also determine the library environment.  Important considerations include the library’s needs, its collection (and especially collection strengths), the nature of its programs and services, how involved the staffs are with the campus, and the feedback the library receives from its staff and patrons (Coughlin & Gertzog, 1997, 47-59).

     As general frameworks, these contexts and systems models provide a way to understand academic libraries.  This understanding allows librarians to help determine and influence their circumstances.  However, every organization and environment is unique; librarians must be deeply knowledgeable regarding their specific institutions (Coughlin & Gertzog, 1-9).

Future considerations
     The Association of College & Research Libraries held a summit in 2006 to discuss the changing role of academic libraries.  The summit determined three goals academic libraries must work towards in order to adapt to a changing world and maintain their relevance to academic institutions and their users.  The first goal is to transform from being seen as a provider of books to being seen as a provider of quality, trustworthy information from multimedia sources.  The second goal is to become service and guidance providers rather than owners and controllers of information and collections.  Lastly, libraries must declare and advertise their roles in an increasingly competitive information market.  The extent to which academic libraries evolve to meet these goals will determine the future of academic librarianship (Association of College & Research Libraries, 2007).
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Discussion question: According to Coughlin & Gertzog (1997), “Libraries, like other organizations, react to the environment in two ways.  First, they adapt the library to it.  Second, they change the environment so that internal adaptation becomes unnecessary.”  Which of these two reactions is more prominent in the history of academic libraries in the United States?  Which of these reactions is likely to dominate in the future?  In other words, do libraries tend to shape their environments, or be shaped by their environments?  

Discussion question: Academic consortia were essentially begun to create economies of scale for libraries.  Given the fact that many academic libraries are including magazines and popular fiction in their collections, does it make sense for academic libraries to include public libraries in their consortia, to gain wider access to these materials?  Why or why not?
