Developing collections ad services for new engineering programs: Challenges of the digital era.

Ibironke Lawal

Virginia Commonwealth University

Paper presented at the 2001 ASEE Conference and Exposition, 24-27 June 2001 at Albuquerque, New Mexico.

The library collections of well-established engineering schools took several years to build. They evolved when funding was generous and comprehensiveness was the norm in developing collections. Most of these libraries were almost self-sufficient, sometimes making minimum use of interlibrary loan and lending more to other institutions than they borrowed from them. Moreover, older engineering libraries tend to have complete sets of specialized publications such as society journals (ASME transactions) and standards (e.g. ANSI) because they started subscribing to them very early, or since the inceptions of these publications. Younger libraries, even if they have the resources, cannot embark on retrospective collection development simply because certain materials are out of print. Hence one can say that newer collections do not have the same historical depth as the older ones.  Nonetheless, the younger programs are fortunate to have come into existence in the digital era. This is because recent advances in technology have transformed the traditional concept of information and how it is generated, published, stored, retrieved, distributed and accessed. 
 
The digital era brings a lot of advantages to libraries. James Neal of Johns Hopkins’ Milton Eisenhower Library identified some of them, namely: 

· Accessibility, to overcome the limitations of place

· Availability, to dispense with the limitations of time

· Searchability, to probe works in new ways

· Currency to make information available more timely

· Researchability, to ask new questions that could not be posed with a printed text

· Dynamism, the fluidity of the presentation and the ability to reshape the information

· Interdisciplinary, to carry out inquiries across multiple fields and to explore new approaches to a topic

· Collaborative nature, to incorporate conversation and debate into the use and development of a work

· Multimedia aspects, to integrate text, images sound and video (Neal 1999).

Collection development has evolved in response to the various changes that the technological revolution has wrought upon academic research. What has changed? 

· Scholarly communication has changed. 

· Scholars are now accustomed to instant information

· There is proliferation of interdisciplinary programs

· There is global collaboration among scholars

· Publishing scholarly works has changed. 

· Publishers now have multiple formats 

· They publish multimedia publications

· There is an increase in number of more specialized journals

· There are full text journals – creating increased demands for software and hardware

· Changing access modes for electronic resources

· Users are more sophisticated and so, their demands for information are greater and expectations are higher.

· Information technology infrastructure becomes a big player in collection development decisions.

It is worth noting, however, that despite all the benefits of electronic publishing, the advantages of the printed text must not be overlooked. As James Neal points out, its portability durability, readability, ownability and archivability, among others, are as crucial to the advancement of knowledge as anything the electronic resources can offer (Neal 1999). Thus, new engineering programs must strive for a balance between the two. Needless to say, they need increased funding to make this possible.

Unfortunately, the recent decline in the budgetary allocations to libraries in general, has curtailed the acquisition powers of both older and younger institutions. It is ironical that this decline has occurred at a time of unprecedented information explosion. Libraries now find themselves in the same position as an angler who is short of bait when the fishes are hungry and ready to bite! Nobody knows for how long the current epidemic of under funding will last. It goes without saying, therefore, that collection officers of new engineering programs should be more creative in planning and organizing their collection development so as to obtain optimum results from minimum or diminishing resources. They need to reorder their priorities, balance electronic with print, and make effective use of interlibrary loan and document delivery services. Above all, they must set up effective networking and resources sharing systems with well-established and geographically contiguous engineering schools. Because modern technology now makes it possible to share online databases and full text publications across state lines, new engineering programs should take advantage of consortial purchasing and other cost sharing opportunities. Collection officers should utilize approval plans as these offer the opportunity to achieve large scale purchasing of core materials with timeliness and better pricing than firm orders, (even though they have their own problems). 

Certainly, the budget is crucial to any collection development. Hence there are problems when the structure of library funding is not in alignment with changing publishers’ pricing models. A review of ARL statistics (ARL 1988) shows that, about 15 years ago, the ratio of serial to monographic expenditures shifted in favor of serials ranging from 75/25 – 83/17 among research libraries. The added possibilities of the digital era continue to affect the shift in the same direction(Devin 1990).  As David Taylor puts it,  “the book fund has had to bail out the serial fund when the serial fund is inadequate for the purpose” (Taylor 1982).

Let me now turn from generalities to the more specific challenges of developing collections for the new engineering school at the Virginia Commonwealth University. The University, popularly called VCU, is an urban, commuter public research institution situated in the heart of metropolitan Richmond, the capital of Virginia. With a student population of about 24,000 and 1500 faculty, the University has two campuses (about two miles apart) - namely the medical campus and the academic campus. VCU libraries consist of the Tompkins McCaw medical library and the James Branch Cabell library. The latter houses the collections for all other disciplines in the university curriculum. 

The creation of the VCU School of Engineering in 1996 was in response to the developmental needs of Virginia and the metropolitan Richmond area, which has a number of industries. The engineering school’s student population is about 500, while the faculty is 35. The School of Engineering collaborates with industrial establishments such as Reynolds Metals, White Oak, Ethyl, Dupont, Macrosonics, Motorola, Cyberclean and Virginia Power. These industries offer internship placements for students as well as consulting and technical exchanges for faculty. The school offers undergraduate and graduate level degree courses in Biomedical, Electrical, Mechanical and Chemical Engineering. The Biomedical undergraduate program is unique in the state and was started in response to the growing presence of biomedical companies in Virginia. The new engineering school is fortunate in the sense that the VCU libraries have an extensive collection in the medical, physical and life sciences that predated the founding of the school. Both students and faculty also benefit from the resources of the various industries in metropolitan Richmond as well as those of older engineering programs in neighboring institutions such as the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University (Blacksburg), Old Dominion University (Norfolk) and University of Virginia (Charlottesville). 

I assumed duties as the Engineering and Science Librarian at VCU in June 2000. I inherited some procedures and initiated new ones.   Since a good knowledge of the service community is crucial to effective collection development, which in turn facilitates effective services, I established a liaison program between the university libraries and the School of Engineering. 

· I prepared departmental mailing lists and communicated by e-mail. 

· I introduced myself and the services I could offer. 
· In order to make a quick impact, it became necessary for me to:

· attend faculty meetings

· meet with chair of each department to inquire about goals and mission of the department

· meet with the library representative on a regular basis.

· meet with new faculty and invite them for a tour of the library (provide refreshments)

· mingle at informal gatherings 

· attend the Friday morning coffee and bagels provided by the school

I prepared press releases and flyers to introduce new services and updates.

For services, it was essential for me to know what users want?

Mann’s Principle of Least Effort says that “most researchers (even serious scholars) will tend to choose easily available information sources, even when they are objectively of low quality, and further, will tend to be satisfied with whatever can be found easily on preference to pursuing high-quality sources whose use would require a greater expenditure of effort” (Mann 1993). I discovered that, in general, users want their information search to be quick, easy, usable, and limited in number of items retrieved. And they want services customized and delivered to their desktops. Fortunately, the VCU Libraries instructional and outreach department have online instructional tutorials to support effective use of networked resources.

The reference department provides online reference services using chat software and current awareness services are provided by the alert services of Uncover, ScienceDirect, Web of Science and Current Contents Connect. Since it is almost impossible to own all materials needed, VCU Libraries subscribe to the rapid services of CISTI and Uncover for online delivery of articles and research papers. These two services deliver articles within forty-eight hours.

It was also important for me to:
· give group instructions.

· visit laboratories including computer labs, watch undergraduates access and use information and then give instruction on the spot.

· make sure everyone is connected to relevant VCU subscribed remote databases and full-text materials.

· prepare web research guides.

· pay office visits and help download database clients to individual’s desktops.

· establish on-demand direct delivery to users of articles and research papers.

The approval plan was my next target.  

As mentioned earlier, approval plan is a useful tool. However, the profile needs to be well written, and incoming approval books monitored closely. In addition, I reviewed the publishers’ list, making sure all the relevant ones are included irrespective of country of origin and keeping in mind the curriculum and collection policy. 

For VCU, keeping the ratio of serials to monographs at 85/15 or even 90/10 has not been easy. The publishers of big reference texts such as John Wiley and CRC demand recurrent payment for the electronic versions of the print. Since VCU preference is electronic over print, more and more of the materials, which were once bought with monographic funds, have to be switched to the ongoing cost and allocations adjusted accordingly leaving no room for flexibility in the monographic funds. In order to collect quality monographs still, it becomes necessary to be creative. I suggested that the price bar on books in the approval plan be raised and expanded the publishers’ list and the subject parameters. 

Collection development and consortial purchasing. In Virginia, there is a consortium called Virtual Virginia (VIVA), which is funded, by the state. This consortium makes it possible for all state institutions to access several databases and hundreds of electronic journals, thus allowing each institution to allocate individual funds to materials of local significance. Through VIVA, we are able to access the following electronic journal packages:

ACM Digital Library

Academic Press Ideal

ACS Press journals

Annual Reviews

Oxford University Press journals

Cambridge University Press Journals

Highwire Press Journals (Ten Titles)

Science Online

VIVA also provides access to the following databases:

Cambridge Scientific (includes access to the literature of life sciences, bioengineering, computer science, materials science and engineering 

Dow Jones

First Search Databases including WorldCat 

InfoTrac

Lexis Nexis

Jstor

MathSciNet

Through Solinet, another consortium, we purchased access to 

EngnetBase

Netlibrary (highest number of books used are Science and Technology books)

Through cost sharing with other institutions, we are able to secure access to:

Georef

Inspec

ScienceDirect

The money saved from cost-sharing enables us to pay for other resources such as Engineering Societies’ Journals, the electronic version of Cell press Journals, Engineering Village, Web of Science and others. 

Standards, Patents, Technical Reports and Conference Proceedings

Another challenge I face, is procuring specialized publications such as Conference Proceedings, Patents Standards and Technical Reports. Because of budgetary constraints, we purchase only those standards requested by staff, students or faculty. Even then, the number of requests cannot be accurately predicted. Meeting such requests therefore, depend on availability of funds. The same problem applies to Technical Reports

VCU is 100% depository of all US patents dating to 1790. It is one area I do not have to worry about. However, foreign patents are sometimes difficult to obtain. 

Conclusion:

While the digital era has its advantages there are some challenges: For example, 

· Some full-text journals are sometimes not exact replica of the print

· Most full text articles do not have color images

· There is some uncertainty about the reliability, availability and archivability of information in electronic format

· Shifting costs not in alignment with library’s budgeting structure

These are issues for librarians, vendors and publishers to work out. 

Other challenges are technology related:

· Helping clientele navigate the widely varying systems of communication for scholarly knowledge encompassing print and interactive multimedia

· The development and management of relevant collections      are dependent on network access and the quality of navigational tools.

· Technology failure

· Training and instruction – an ongoing process

Finally, I want to mention an issue I consider important, and that is the need for a global collaboration among libraries.

University Libraries in the US have been collaborating and sharing costs for several years. But they have to turn their attention to global collaboration especially where specialized materials are concerned. The Global Resources Program of the Association of Research Libraries reaches out to countries like Japan, Germany and Latin America. According to Mary Case, the successful implementation will require close collaboration between librarians and faculty as well as commitment on the part of library directors and staff to the concepts of distributed collections (Case 1999). These efforts are in area studies. We can have global collaboration in science and technology as well. If that happens we could have access to full-text of patents from all over the world with minimum effort and cost. This is our challenge, our legacy for the next generation.
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