Survey of opinions on RSC “Model”
Purpose of survey:


For the past ten years RSC librarians have, for the most part, served as subject

specialists who develop collections, provide general reference, teach research methodology, and act as liaisons to one or more academic departments.  While this model has offered 

known advantages and disadvantages, a more systematic review now seems in order because

data about the efficacy of the model is mostly anecdotal.  To begin the collection of data, I

conducted a series of interviews with RSC librarians, select YUL managers, two directors

outside of Yale, and a department head from a sister institution.  The data have been

compiled to help us critique our current model and identify some alternative approaches to

consider for the future.

Method:


The method was relatively simple.  All interviewees except RSC librarians were given

a brief oral description of our model then asked to comment on the current arrangement

and offer suggestions for change.  Please note that interviewees’ comments were generally
limited to the role of RSC subject librarians.  I took notes and offer summaries and direct

quotes below.  In two cases, responses were emailed to me.

External library director:


“I do have some thoughts on your question below, it is one that seems to present

itself all the time either across institutions or, as you are wondering, within the same
institution as needs and personalities change.


I favor the “integrated” approach; it works better from both sides.  That is, I don’t

like to have bibliographers too far removed from direct public services, and I definitely do

not like to see reference of BI librarians who have no involvement in collection

development.  Obviously the balance may be a little different with each person.  In our

library we even have one or two people who, because of language expertise, are doing some

reference, cataloging, and collection development.  But we have seen the need for greater

coordination at both levels, so we have some collateral-duty positions for collection

coordination and also for instructional coordination, these cut across the departmental lines

(e.g., coordinators may have folks in their scope who are from reference, access, cataloging,

branches).


I think your model is the kind I like and try to promote here.  There are definitely weaknesses that seem to derive from the different skills of the librarians; it comes out

especially in their liaison work, perhaps because that is the area where there is the least direct

oversight or coaching, internally.  We have some academic departments where the librarian

is wonderfully pro-active, well-received, works on collections and instruction
and even scholarly communication with their faculty – and others, zippo beyond the

absolute minimum.  I have sometimes been chagrined to hear a faculty plaintively ask why

we don’t have some service that in fact we’ve had for years, and I realize it is because the

liaison is so passive and old-fashioned.  I try to promote the positive -- give lots

of visibility to the ones who do it really well, and hope the AULs and department heads can get the “style” across, but it takes time (and turnover).

Especially with electronic resources the lines between reference, collections and

instructions are blurred; I don’t want faculty to have to know about little internal library
structural stuff, I want them to be able to think, what are the relevant resources for me/my

class, what is the fastest way for me to do xxx, can I digitize zzz, can I get that new journal,

and just have one name to call to help them on all fronts.


Training and hiring of newer librarians is a little more difficult, they rarely are equally

good in all three areas.  We do all the usual -- assign mentors, in-house workshops, send
out to institutes, etc.  We know anecdotally that the tolerance (or needs) of the faculty in

terms of their relationship with the librarian liaison varies by academic department, so

that often affects our decision as to what sorts of candidates to hire (that is, which

weaknesses will really be a problem).”

External library director:


“Funny you should bring up that particular question.  Lately I, too, have been

rethinking the model.  You know I have been a strong advocate for the “everyone does everything” approach – but sometimes collections gets the short shrift there.  So lately I

have been wondering if WITHIN a department that combines it all (like yours) there couldn’t be three broad based collections people – (e.g., humanities, social sciences,

sciences..) (or discipline clusters) or along formal lines (ref databases, e texts, journal

packages, approval plans) who are responsible JUST for collections so that they have a
bit bigger picture and can focus on collections... but still be in the same department.

Someone here even mentioned the awful T work – subject cluster teams – like put English

and history and foreign languages together with librarians taking the lead for different

functions – collections, instruction, etc...  Anyway – or our instruction department – I am

hiring one each of an instruction librarian to provide leadership for sciences (engineering

and health and pure) and humanities, and social sciences-to work with departmental

liaisons – yet have a deeper instruction focus.”

External department head:

· A division exists in his library between reference/instruction and collection

development professionals, all of who are expected to provide instruction to

undergraduates.

· Some have complained to faculty that their talents are being misused.

· Strongly recommends against a split between public service and collection

development.

· Prefers one public service/collection development department with all

professionals having more or less the same duties.

YUL department head:

· School and departmental libraries have more clearly defined clientele and, in his

department’s case, more professionals to serve a smaller clientele that the two RSC

history specialists.  In other words, RSC librarians often have far fewer resources to serve

far more clients than librarians in his library.

· Does not recommend a return to separate reference and bibliography
departments but is concerned about the presence of general reference in an environment

of specialists.

· Is equally concerned about public service librarians who do not have an

‘official’ link to faculty.

· Ask!Live has helped participating librarians gain a better understanding of

general reference tools and practices.

· His great professional joy has been shaping the collections.

YUL department head:

· Support the idea of a balance of responsibilities including reference collection

development, and some form of staff management and administration – but does not

believe all professionals have to perform the same duties.

· Tries to shape jobs to meet the strengths of the incumbent.

· Does not believe reference desks should be staffed all the time.  Considers

Ask!Live a promising alternative to reference desk service and is even considering

closing libraries at an earlier hour.

· Believes YUL public service librarians should focus on Sakai as a teaching tool.

· Has begun to stress the need for generalist skills among librarians and

downplay, to some extent, the importance of subject specialization.

YUL department head:

· Sees benefits with the current RSC model, especially for instruction and liaison

work with faculty to improve the collections.

· Does not believe all subject specialist are well-suited to perform general

reference.

· Suggests that collection development specialists (bibliographers) have closer ties
to Technical Services, i.e. Acquisitions.

· The dispersal of budgets across a range of selectors may not be the best use of

resources.

· Not sure if a return to the former Bibliography/Reference model would be the

best solution.

· Some concern that RSC does not report to the AUL for collections because so

much department time seems to be devoted to collection development.

· Sees some value in having librarians responsible for general reference and,

possibly, instruction.

· Believes that it is difficult for subject specialists to become good general

reference librarians.

YUL AUL:

· Understand its benefits and has “no deep sense of distress” with the current RSC

model.

· Using staff with special subject skills for general reference and instruction may

not be the best use of their particular talents.

· Suggests that a small number of RSC subject librarians (1 or 2) might be

converted into curators for subjects requiring special attention, especially for collection

development.

· Other  RSC librarians might focus on general reference and instruction with

emphasis on introducing students and faculty to key electronic resources.  Members of

this group could retain some collection development and faculty liaison responsibilities.

RSC librarians:

The department is split between those who favor the current model, with some

adjustments, and those who would like to have subgroups for collection development and

general reference/instruction.  Those in the former group recommend a reduction in

reference service hours in the evenings and mornings – and a change in our approach to

instruction in areas where the learning outcomes are questionable.


Those in the later group believe we could become more efficient if some

librarians specialized in general reference/instruction while others focused on collection

development – within RSC.  This team approach would not preclude subject

specialization and liaison duties for those on the reference/instruction team. 

