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Competency B


 There are different ways to compare the environments and organizational settings where library and informational professionals practice.  Organizational setting deals with the ways the structures of libraries can be organized, example: circulation department versus reference department.  Environment deals with the different varieties of libraries that exist, example: academic library versus school library media center (or school library).  Libraries all share five common functions: selecting materials and developing collections, ordering and acquiring materials, making information available through different access points, conserving and preserving materials, and programming or teaching (topics include bibliographic and information access instruction).  (Rubin, 2000)  One way of comparison is to examine different functional aspects of libraries. (Rubin, 2000)  Another is to compare authority organizations in libraries. (Rubin, 2000)   Lastly, library environmental settings can be compared by type. (Rubin, 2000)   There may be other ways to compare the environmental and organizational settings of libraries, but these are the three I will concentrate on.  Of these three, I will give evidence concerning library comparisons by type.  


Let us begin with a comparison of different functional aspects in the library.  Generally, libraries have: a board (of trustees), a library administration, public services units, and support units. (Rubin, 2000)  A board (of trustees) sets the library’s mission and direction; in certain types of libraries, such as academic and school libraries, the library may report to a dean or principal who in turn follows the directives of a board.  Library administration handles the overall operations of the library.  Public service units deal with dispensing services and materials to the public.  These departments include: reference (providing services that meet the information needs of patrons), circulation department (dispensing and receiving library materials), audiovisual (contains audiovisual materials and equipment), archives and special collections (contain historic or/and rare information materials), and special services (may provide special services to disabled or hard-to-reach patrons). (Rubin, 2000)  The support units of the library include the departments of: technical services (known as the cataloging department in some libraries, this department receives materials and process them for use by patrons), maintenance (maintains the physical property of the library), public relations (provides communications to/from the public), security (maintains safety of library staff, property, and patrons), integrated systems (provides technological assistance). (Rubin, 2000)  It is clear that many of these departments have clear contrasts to each other, such as the reference department versus the technical services department.  Reference provides information access to patrons while the technical services department process and maintains library materials.  In other cases, departments may share overlap: The circulation department may maintain the flow of audiovisual materials in and out of the library, thus communicating and working with the audiovisual department on at regular intervals.  Some of these departments may not be run independently by the library, instead they are a unit unto themselves and serve a greater area, such as the security department.  On a school or college campus, security usually is not based out of the library, instead, they have a separate building where they provide security to the entire campus.  Nonetheless, it is important to recognize that each of these departments provide a necessary function for the library to perform smoothly, from the setting of mission goals, to the administration of library departments to fulfill goals, to the acquisition of new materials, and to the maintenance of property.


 Authority in libraries can be organized by three sources of power: bureaucratic, professional, and informal means. (Rubin, 2000)  Bureaucratic type of authority means that there are a clear set of responsibilities, authority to meet those responsibilities, and a clear set of qualifications to meet each position.  Professional authority means to possess power through recognized expertise in a certain area, in the case of the library, librarians possess power through their expertise in areas of the library, such as the reference desk.  Professional power clashes with bureaucratic power in the case of services or materials provided: A librarian may ask for expanded reference desk services, but be denied the request by the library administrator above the librarian in the bureaucracy because of a lack of funding.  Third, there is informal authority, which comes from an informal network of social relationships within the library.  This is a recognition of people working together sometimes in accord with bureaucratic and/or professional authority and sometimes against the one or the other.  There is ongoing debate to the efficacy of each of these systems of authority.  Each seems to have their strong points and their weaknesses.  Bureaucratic power leads to clear divisions of responsibilities, but it may prove unresponsive to organizational needs, thus sinking the library into stagnation and ossification.  Professional power leads to expertise in the myriad aspects of library performance, but it can lead to blindness to factors such as budgeting and overarching goals of the library.  Informal authority can inspire library staff to high morale and flexibility, but it can also create mistrust and backbiting besides blocking professional and/or bureaucratic authority.  There are successful blends of all three authorities that make library operations efficient and high-quality.  The mainly static structure of a library bureaucracy can engender stability, while professional expertise can suggest ways for improving library services and collections.  Informal authority may become a force for harmonious daily operations.  Creating harmony can happen through recognition of bureaucratic and professional authority.  What about library staff that hold neither of these avenues of authority?  These staff can be made to feel important through legitimate recognition of their services, be they formal and/or informal.  By including the entire library staff in the recognition of the importance of their duties, it can turn the power of informal authority into a tool for understanding and respect; one that can also link bureaucratic and professional authority.


Examining the library environment further, one can see that the library staff has some general trends.  Besides noting that library staff vary greatly in duties, see the departments mentioned above, I can point out that librarians share common characteristics: They are mostly female and not from a minority ethnic group.  From this observation two other related issues surface: One is that there is still sex-discrimination (woman in 1995 were paid 5.3% less than men, and, two is that there may be an institutional bias or lack of special recruitment of minorities. (Rubin, 2000)  Libraries ought to end gender inequality and create stronger recruitment programs for minorities (especially Hispanic and African-Americans: they are chronically underrepresented). (Rubin, 2000)  The fast pace of technology development in society and in libraries has changed the face of libraries: new positions have been created to fill technology needs and some clerks and paraprofessionals now hold greater power and responsibility than ever before. (Rubin, 2000)  Blending bureaucratic, professional, and informal authority to assist in creating a new library environment that can absorb new positions and staff responsibilities harmoniously can be useful in such circumstances.

Finally, libraries can be compared by their types.  There are four major types of libraries: public, academic, special, or school library. (Rubin, 2000)  Public libraries in the United States allow public access to information.  They are open to all people and are mostly funded by local taxes; its mission is to serve the informational, recreational, educational, and cultural needs of the local community. (Rubin, 2000)  Academic libraries are those libraries on the campuses of community and junior colleges, four-year colleges, and universities.  They are funded by the educational institutions that they are a part of, although they may also receive funds from other sources.  Their mission is to serve the students and faculty on their campus, and they also serve the administration and staff on their campus; some may serve the greater national and/or international academic communities. (Rubin, 2000)  The collections at academic libraries vary widely due to the varied academic communities they serve; institutions that are more teaching oriented will have more curriculum related materials, while institutions that emphasize research will have more materials for advancing research.  The different divisions of special libraries are: business and industrial, humanities (such as museums), science and technology, and social science. (Rubin, 2000)  Special libraries include, but are not limited to, law, medical, religious, and corporate libraries.  Special libraries are more diverse in fields and specializations than any other type of library, that within this type of library, one will find the greatest differences in characteristics.  A law library will have a very different mission than a military library.  A corporate library will house a very different collection from a science library.  But there are a few common characteristics of the special library that set it apart from other types of libraries: generally the librarian performs the researching and presents the results to the client (client is not expected to find information independently or with librarian guidance), librarians are given greater autonomy because clients are not involved in the process of research, and the collections are highly specialized and practical. (Rubin, 2000)  Most special libraries are part of profit driven organizations that demand high efficiency and low costs. (Rubin, 2000)  This puts great pressure on the library staff to justify their budgets, related pressures include: information storage format, copyright, and individualized service (how to deliver the information to clients in the best format). (Rubin, 2000)  


Returning to the public, academic, and school libraries, I will compare aspects of each of these in the evidence portion of my competency. 


The firs paper is a comparison of academic libraries and school libraries.  It discusses the internal and external factors involved in such an examination, and examines the differences and similarities between each type.  Functional differences between the two are discussed and detailed.  Similarities in internal functions are detailed as well as external issues, such as funding.  The libraries do not fund themselves, therefore they are given a budget.  The budget may not be large enough to satisfy the needs of the library, leading libraries to search for funding.  


The final two papers review the environment of the reference desk at a public library, Berkeley Main Public Library, and an academic library, Contra Costa College Library.  Because the papers do not compare the two environments, I will provide a discussion in this statement of competency.  The patron populations at Berkeley public consist mainly of middle-classed, middle-aged European-American women, plus there was a large minority of European- and African-American middle-aged men from different economic backgrounds.  The patron population at Contra Costa College Library is mainly African-American female students from the working class with age ranges from young adults or middle-aged, there is a large minority of young adult male and female international students and Hispanic students from various economic backgrounds, and there is a significant number of young adult African-American male students from the working class.  The total numbers of computers available for patrons are larger at Contra Costa, with thirteen PC’s available for use plus a computer lab of thirty computers (when the lab is open).  At Berkeley Public, computer usage time is limited, while Contra Costa allows unlimited use, unless there is a line of people for computer use.  From this data, it is clear that African-Americans are the predominant users of both libraries, but diversity is also apparent.  


An examination of questions posed to the reference desks reveals several points.  One difference is that Berkeley Public patrons asked more ready reference questions than Contra Costa patrons.  Berkeley Public patrons searched for more public sector data questions, while Contra Costa patrons asked more involved questions that nearly always dealt with a college assignment.  Because of the nature of the questions and differences in the library programs and patrons, Berkeley Public patrons did not receive as much attention per question or were they referred to other library programs.  At Contra Costa, patrons that seemed like they needed additional skills on computer use were referred to the Computer Comfort class.  Another difference is that ESL patrons at Contra Costa received additional help with their questions.  But the diligent service of Berkeley Public reference librarians often meant they guided patrons to the exact location of materials.  The goals of the two libraries differ in the way they assist patrons, because public libraries must find materials for patrons while academic libraries attempt to teach patrons how to find a source.  This results in more provision of answers to Berkeley Public patrons while Contra Costa patrons must do more actual searching to find materials.  There is a difference in computer usage.  Contra Costa librarians refer students to the computer for research on assignments (to answer their initial involved questions) more than Berkeley Public librarians.  The use of the Contra Costa Library web page was much greater than use of the Berkeley Public web page.  


Both reference desks share a use of web pages.  They both use web resources to find answers or guide patrons to answers.  Both sets of reference librarians ask reference interview questions to clarify initial patron questions.  Patrons from both libraries have diverse background.  Reference desk answers often involved more than one source or highlighted the option of other sources of information for one question.  
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