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Aspects of the Academic Library Versus the School Library Media Center


 Before going into the comparisons of the academic and school library media center, I will give a brief background of these libraries.  School library media centers, or school libraries, are located in elementary through high schools.  Their mission is to provide materials and services to students, staff, and administrators on campus.  Academic libraries are located in junior and community colleges, four-year colleges, and universities, and their mission is to provide services and materials to students, faculty, staff, administrations, and local community members (in most cases local residents need to purchase library membership to gain access).  The services provided in both cases include teaching the skills of bibliographic creation and/or information access.  The proliferation of academic libraries began in the 1850’s, when the German model of research universities came into vogue. (Rubin, 2000)  Universities in the United States began to push for the creation of libraries filled with materials that would aid in research; research that would produce scholarship and increase the general scope of knowledge.  The proliferation of school libraries began in earnest in the United States in the 1950’s, after the Soviet Union launched Sputnik into space and the United States wanted to catch-up to Soviet space technology.  Sputnik also generated American fear that the United States would fall behind in other areas of technology, such as military technology.  The idea for more school libraries was for the general improvement of the American education system which in turn would produce better students that would eventually produce greater research, thus helping the United States catch-up technologically to the Soviets.  In the present period (1999), there are 4,723 academic libraries and 91,587 school libraries. (Rubin, 2000)  

Both types of libraries deal with issues that are similar as well as issues that are dissimilar.  For school libraries, they have specific issues that they grapple with.  One issue is that they must make themselves an integral part of school function. (Rubin, 2000)  I know that when I worked as a library clerk and library technician, I had to extend myself into classrooms through interactions with teachers, so that information literacy could be integrated into classroom curriculum.  At times I collaborated with teachers on creating web sites that augmented units of study (this happened during my tenure at Galileo High School).  Other times I had to work with administration and faculty to implement administrative plans, such as the cataloging of all textbooks on campus (Royal Sunset High School).  Another issue is that school libraries have to deal with censorship. (Rubin, 2000)  Censorship involves the conflicting interests of the library: 1.) instilling local community values 2.) broadening student horizons. (Rubin, 2000)  On the one hand, school libraries must satisfy the community, but they must also fulfill students’ right to free access to information. There have been documented cases of book challenges against school libraries.  It behooves the school library to have policies in place that deal with possible book challenges.  In one of my Competency A evidence, I go in depth on the issue of book challenges, please refer to it for further information.  

Academic libraries also have a set of their own issues.  Preservation of materials is one issue.  A challenge here is to preserve many library materials that were printed on acidic paper. (Rubin, 2000)  At my current position as a library assistant at Contra Costa College Library, a preservation issue I perceive is that of caring for old books.  In the summer of 2006, I helped shift many books in the stacks as part of a larger project.   During the shift, I noticed many old books that appear quite valuable, oversized books that are out of print and created in the early part of the 1900’s.  Their value would dictate that they be archived and not be circulated or be open to the public, but we do not have the funds to hire an archivist.  (Lack of funding will be dealt with later.)  Research libraries often deal with cooperative collection development and resource sharing issues. (Rubin, 2000)  There are both advantages and disadvantages to joining a cooperative collection.  An advantage is that the size of the collection is increased.  A disadvantage is that in item formerly only available for one library is now available to others, increasing the competition for certain items and limiting access as a result.

Two areas that both academic and school libraries have to struggle with are: dealing with advancing technologies and declining funds.  (Rubin, 2000)  I have worked in both school libraries and a college library, and I have seen firsthand how these two issues have affected these types of libraries.  Budget cuts in school libraries for California were a common thing from 2000 onwards.  The current climate is a bit less brutal to school libraries, although it is not helpful.  My first year working as a library assistant at a high school library ended with a layoff at the end of the school year.  My layoff was a perfect example of one problem of budget cuts and declining funds: School library staff are reduced and the workload increased for remaining staff.  This results in less service for students and greater turnaround time to process books.  Less service leads to students turning away from the library or going elsewhere to access information.  Californian kindergarten through twelfth grade students are constantly bombarded with the message to READ, yet school libraries cannot even adequately meet the needs of students who WANT to read.  At Galileo High in San Francisco, there would only be one librarian to serve a high school of over 1,000 students (at least for the school year 2003-2004, current situation unknown: library phone number cannot be found on the school web site).  

At my library assistant position at Royal Sunset High School, I was running the library, there was no librarian.  Granted, the school only had around 150 students, but many of these were at-risk youth who seemed jaded one minute and naïve the next.  They were students who needed a librarian to interact with them more and work with the teacher more to bring out the best in the students.  I could only do what I could to keep the place running; the many tasks I had included: taking in-coming student ID photos and processing them; cataloging new books and all school textbooks; working the circulation desk; managing the student workers; and attending meetings.  If there were a librarian, I could continue all my functions, except going to meetings, and they would be free to collaborate with teachers on lesson plans.  No change has occurred in library staffing since my departure.

My present position as library assistant at Contra Costa College, in San Pablo, CA, allows me to see what a funding decline does to the staff.  Before the many budget cuts over the last ten years, the library had three full time librarians and one half-time librarian.  Now, the staff has only two full time librarians.  Between them they have to: instruct and grade worksheets; manage circulation, cataloging, periodicals, media, and acquisitions; continue library web page upkeep; attend various meetings; oversee the budgets; and work the reference desk.  It is an immense amount of work.  They are constantly frustrated, exhausted, ill, needed by others, and overwhelmed.  The acquisitions librarian only works six hours a week at the position, because that is all the library could afford.  Another project for one of the full-time librarians is finding grants.  She has found a matching grant for library materials, but not its mate, at this time.  It is easy to imagine if she had more time that she may have found another grant already.  Luckily, the library will be hiring another full-time librarian who will then shoulder some of the workload.

Declining funds can lead to other obstacles.  One is updating the collection.  Many of the books I found at Galileo High were old an out of date, especially books in the sciences and applied sciences subject areas.  Encyclopedias and biographies were much too old to be useful to students.  A school can do what Contra Costa College is trying to do, find a grant to buy a newer collection.  But with only one librarian serving over a thousand students, the chances of that happening are awfully slim.  Contra Costa college has an old collection, but if a matching grant can be found, there is hope that whole subject areas can be updated.

Budget cuts at school libraries give little hope to library staff that they can have any affect on overturning it (Rubin, 2000), because whole districts are starved for money, and it is well known how the arts have suffered at schools and now also athletic departments.  At the academic library, there is a bit more hope.  The academic library is in competition with other departments for some part of the overall budget (Rubin, 2000), and if it can make its case, then funding may increase.  This scenario is plausible at a large research university, such as UC Berkeley, but at a small campus, such pitches by the library may fall on deaf ears.  Once again, seeking outside sources of funding can make a difference for the library collection, facilities, or even staff size.

For academic libraries, budgets may be further strained with the rising costs of databases.  I have been told by my supervising librarian that every year we cut more print journals from our subscriptions to compensate for rising database costs.  

Technology develops at a fast pace.  This year Microsoft has brought out yet another operating system platform, Vista.  Along with these upgrades, older computers need to be upgraded or discarded in order to run the newer operating systems.  Coming up with the funds to upgrade computer hardware can be a daunting task for cash-strapped school and academic libraries.  Even at larger research university libraries, such upgrades are not always feasible.  Furthermore, upgrades in technology can take many other forms, and a school or academic library has to make adjustments or have a flexible plan in place for technological changes.

I experienced some of these plans in action at the different school and academic libraries I have worked at.  At Galileo High library, the library itself was undergoing renovations, and money had been put aside to upgrade the old computers we had.  Now, it is hard to imagine that many school libraries will be getting a regular renovation every five years or less, thus upgrading its technology at the same time.  At Galileo, technology upgrades were not part of a plan for changes.  I witnessed how slow the PC’s were running the Microsoft NT operating system.  I imagine without a library technology plan, this same scenario would be repeated in the future.  Once again, limited funds curtail practical planning, but searching for outside funding is a possible solution.  

At Royal Sunset High School library, we shared a technology plan with the school, plus a teacher had recently received a grant to upgrade computer hardware and some software.  This proves that grants are available; librarians just need the time to find and apply to them.  The technology plan for change was set-up with Dell computers.  Royal Sunset had several carts of portable lap-top Dell computers.  Every three years or so the existing lap-tops would be traded into Dell for new versions at a low cost.  The portable computer carts were wheeled into the library when needed.  I had designed a library web page that included access to an online catalog as well as other resources.  Students could use their lap-tops to go through the various features of the library web page.

At Contra Costa College, the library is currently undergoing renovations, which includes a technology upgrade when we move back into the renovated facility.  This situation parallels Galileo High’s plight to a degree, because there is no technology upgrade plan in place.  But there are some differences between the two institutions.  Galileo High did not have enough staff to seek grants, but Contra Costa College Library has enough staff to seek outside grants.  Thus, a library grant for technology could be found.  Anther difference is in institutional funding.  Galileo High belongs to a public school district, San Francisco Unified, which has more difficulty in raising funds for a technology plan than Contra Costa College.  One reason is that public school districts cannot charge tuition to students, while Contra Costa College does charge tuition as well as other fees.  In theory, the college could charge a technology fee for a limited amount of time to raise funds for an upgrade in technology.  Of course, in practice that would be a difficult sell.  But still not as hard as a school library trying to raise funding.  For example, both libraries could go to their campus leaders for funding or go to the school board for funding.  Depending on the school district, there may be too many other needs to satisfy school library needs (the aforementioned lack in arts and athletics programs at the public school level), San Francisco Unified has such needs: Galileo High had no music classes.  At Contra Costa College, there are arts classes offered plus athletic programs, so that when the academic library asks for funds, at least there is not this barrier of more critical programs in need of funding.  Now, there may be a case made for which of these programs is the most critical in a public school, but the general consensus is that arts and athletic programs need to at least exist before an already existing library gets its technology upgrades.  There are simply more avenues open to a college library to raise funds rather than a public school library.  For private school libraries, there ought to be more avenues for funding, because private schools charge tuition.  

In conclusion, there are obvious similarities and differences in school and academic libraries.  Their missions may be a bit different from each other but both serve  the student population.  The School library focuses more on supporting the curriculum and collaborating in the classroom while the academic library may have more diverse purposes, such as research support.  Both types of libraries face reduced budgets, but the situation is a bit different for each.  For example, a college will have more library staff than a school library, on average.  I have shown this is a critical difference in locating outside funding, because the academic library will (almost always) have enough staff to devote effort to locating and to applying for grants, while the school library (almost always) will simply be so under staffed that the remaining staff are simply trying to make the school library functional.  Of course, the exceptions to this are private schools and well-funded public school districts; they have more options in raising funds.  But for the vast majority of California school libraries, finding time to find outside funding can be a great challenge.  A related topic for academic and school libraries are technology upgrades, because these need funding to be successful.  The best way to deal with the situation is to have a technology plan in place, such as the one I described at Royal Sunset High School.  Another way is to develop a technology plan that is flexible enough to withstand unforeseeable changes.  Perhaps a plan with a computer producer that includes low-costs for future technology developments besides computer hardware upgrades; one that covers possible hardware that is attached to a computer, as a scanner.  Again, many school libraries maybe priced out by these plans, but there may be one-time promotions that can be taken advantage of.  Planning for change is the best way for both types of libraries to deal with future changes.
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