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Subject specialists and reference librarians
Derek Law, University of Strathclyde

Librarianship as a profession in the United Kingdom: the general position

It is very easy to think that the career of librarian is in terminal decline simply because the title of “librarian” has become very unfashionable. In the United Kingdom, even the venerable name of the Library Association has been changed to the anonymous and anodyne CILIP (The Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals), following merger with the Institute of Information Scientists. This lack of confidence in our name is, in turn, reflected in our professional library schools. Undergraduate courses have all but disappeared from the UK, leaving one-year Masters courses, while departments themselves have undergone a Damascene conversion to Departments of Information Science or have merged with Departments of Computing or have simply disappeared. Even postgraduate courses have reduced greatly in number although courses in topics as varied as electronic publishing and information management appear to flourish, taught by the same academic staff. These schools were typically too small to survive in a difficult economic environment and even the larger ones have had to follow this path of diversification with many of their graduates taking up employment outside the traditional library sector (Feather,2003).

CILIP has an appointments magazine, which is published fortnightly. It too reflects the sad decline of the use of Librarian as a title.  A brief analysis of four issues of this magazine reveals a whole range of new titles: Information Officer, Taxonomist, Heritage Information Manager, Learning Resource Centre Manager, Database Manager, e-Resources Librarian, Outreach Librarian, Web Services Manager and the rather more established Systems Librarian all feature, all with elements of more traditional skills and roles. However, there are some remaining areas of strength, judging by the advertisements. The use of the word librarian remains strong for some posts notably the cluster of Children/Young People/Schools Librarian; and in some disciplines such as Law, Medicine/Health, Education, Special Collections, Economics and Social Sciences, where there has been a tradition of separate or branch libraries

And yet the need for reference and subject specialist work appears to remain as strong and as popular as ever. A search of the Amazon.com website in the UK in September 2003 using the term “bibliography” gives 21,899 hits for such reference works. CILIP offers an annual medal for contributions to bibliography and runs an annual competition for the best published bibliography, which attracted over 100 entries in 2003. But the crisis of professional identity appears to remain. CILIPs own publishing arm (whose name has also changed, from Library Association Publishing to FACET) offers only one bibliography amongst its eight reference works. 

The current position in Higher Education 

It is then scarcely surprising that the position of the specialist bibliographer and subject librarian has diminished in recent years in Higher Education Libraries. Much of this has been due to the growth of converged services, the coming together of libraries with computing services and, often, educational technology or audio-visual departments. This organisational structure, first seen in the United States two decades ago began to be adopted in the United Kingdom perhaps fifteen years ago and although past its high water mark remains the normal organisational structure in universities, being found in perhaps two-thirds of institutions. At first the tendency was to assume that this new type of information service would recruit or retrain a generation of Renaissance men and women armed with a copy of Dewey in one hand and a screwdriver in the other, capable of resolving any user need. When these paragons failed to appear, a more realistic approach emerged which created small teams of experts each with their own set of skills, albeit still with some understanding of how to resolve issues in computing or web searching.  New mantras inspired by American business then began to appear and the wish was to become “user-centred” and “customer-focussed”. So while the skills of the librarian were again seen as relevant within converged services, these were to be presented in quite new ways. And so titles changed again.

A recent monograph (Oyston, 2003) offered case studies of what happened when Libraries were recently replaced by or rebadged as Learning Resource Centres at four quite different universities and the book reports what happened at Sheffield Hallam, Aberdeen, Lincoln and Leeds Metropolitan universities. In Sheffield Hallam reorganisation followed the creation of the new Adsetts Learning Resource Centre, where “the most significant change was that of Assistant Librarian to Information Adviser”; In Leeds Metropolitan University the role of Assistant Librarian took on some computing support functions and became Senior Information Officer; In the University of Lincoln, Learning Advisers were developed as multi-skilled individuals working to support curriculum design and delivery and the transmission of generic skills to students; In Aberdeen the faculty subject librarians became Faculty Information Consultants while Assistant Librarians became Site Service managers. 

These four cases are fairly typical of what has been happening in many universities. But perhaps a small backlash is beginning to appear which asserts the importance of the title and role of librarian. Traditional designations may now be in a minority, but are not perhaps now under threat of extinction. Indeed many librarians will empathise with the outspoken American website of Erica Olsen (2003) which proclaims, “Librarians are all-knowing and all-seeing. They bring order to chaos. They bring wisdom and culture to the masses. They preserve every aspect of human knowledge. Librarians rule”. Subject specialists and subject bibliographers do remain (Leeds, 2003). Broadly speaking, the larger and older the library the more likely it is to have retained the subject bibliographer role.

The changing role of reference staff

Reference workers based at enquiry desks have seen traffic to the enquiry desk diminish as alternative electronic sources appear. A decade ago Kupersmith (1992) identified and defined “Technostress” as “a combination of performance anxiety, information overload, role conflicts, and organizational factors.” Reference Librarians were already seen as an endangered species unless they developed online services five years ago (Lipow, 1999) and the situation has not improved since then. The current professional literature on reference work appears obsessed with technology both as a threat and as an opportunity. A recent issue of Reference Services Review (2003), for example, shows a preoccupation with the electronic world, ranging from the use of Virtual Learning Environments, to Information Literacy. This has led to an interesting growth of new and innovative services.
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The exploration of these growth areas does perhaps mark the way ahead for reference librarians. It is a commonplace that the Internet is full of all sorts of misleading and incorrect information as well as useful information. That role of quality assurance of information is critical to the way the best reference and subject librarians are developing their services. Perhaps the archetypal threat to reference librarians is seen as Google, the search engine which dominates searching. A recent study by Brophy (2003) examined how both students and researchers sought information from search engines of various sorts. The table which follows shows how students use these services and confirms the overwhelming dominance of Google.  

Yet all librarians “know” that Google searches a biased and unrepresentative set of information, since that is what the Internet contains. These searchers who are quite satisfied by a Google search have been wonderfully characterised by Plutchak (1989) as “the satisfied inept”.  Reference Librarians have then developed a shift of interest into helping users attain appropriate levels of information literacy. One of the oldest of these in the UK is the BUBL (2003) service developed by librarians at the University of Strathclyde. It is gratifying to see that it remains so highly placed amongst search engines. It perhaps indicates that Law’s First Law – Good information systems will drive out bad – is valid. Certainly the development of portals with links to quality assured and relevant information is an important new professional role. 

The second growth area for librarians is that of teaching information literacy skills. Some of the papers from the second IT& ILIT2002 Conference held in Glasgow were recently published (Martin, 2003). They show librarians to be deeply involved in the process of developing programmes and packages to train students of all ages in such skills. The world is replete with systems and software which claim to be “user-friendly”. This is almost invariably untrue. The sheer variety of search engines, search techniques, commands and instructions mean that training in the use of such systems and software is essential if they are to be used effectively. Many discipline specific courses have, of course, been taught as part of undergraduate courses or study skills courses for many years, typically by subject librarians. But there is considerable interest in a much more generic approach. In the UK this path to the future has been positively asserted by SCONUL and its Task Force on Information Skills, which has developed the so-called Seven Pillars model (Corrall,2000). The model has been tested in both South Bank University and the Open University.  It offers yet another positive role for librarians who feel threatened in their traditional professional role.

Technology of course also offers quite new opportunities to develop the delivery of services.  In common with a number of libraries, the University of Strathclyde has begun to explore offering a 7x24 reference service using time-shift and a partnership with UTS (University of Technology Sydney).  E-mail allows staff in Strathclyde to cover the nighttime service in Australia and vice versa. The development of FAQ (Frequently Asked Question) web pages to deal with the most sought after information enhances the ability of the service to deal with readers at any time of the day or night. A similar service has been offered from the London School of Economics for computer support for some years (LSE, 2000).

Conclusion. 

The key skill of the information age is that of the selection of relevant information. It is then a paradox that at the very time when our professional skills are more relevant than ever, we appear to be suffering a crisis of professional identity. This is characterised by an apparent inability to absorb the rate of change and a consequent need to bend to new fashions, including changes in job titles at the same time as there is a huge flowering of innovative ideas which take advantage of what the Internet can offer and attempt to teach the skills which allow library users to gain the greatest advantage from this. There is a slow acceptance that training users in information literacy is a key challenge, whatever the title.

But this ferment of change is not universal.  The tradition of the subject specialist or subject bibliographer remains alive in the libraries of some specialised subject disciplines and in old and especially large libraries, which though much slower to change their practices remain bastions of traditional skills and values.
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