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Tenure status for library faculty in the academic environment is coming 
under increasing attack from administration, faculty members in other 
departments, and non-academics. This is due to incorrect perceptions 
about what academic librarians do and how they serve their profes-
sion. This paper describes the many challenges faculty librarians face 
in balancing their work load with service and scholarship; justifies why 
academic librarians need tenure; and ultimately proves that tenure and 
faculty status for academic librarians are an absolute necessity.

aculty status and tenure for 
librarians in the academic en-
vironment has been debated 
for over a hundred years. 

Tenure for librarians was suggested as 
early as 1911, but it was not officially 
endorsed until 1946.1 In the early 1970s, 
most universities as well as library and 
teaching faculty organizations acknowl-
edged the high quality and essential 
work performed by academic librarians, 
and so they began supporting and grant-
ing librarians with academic or faculty 
status. An example of this support is the 
1973 American Association of University 
Professors (AAUP) Statement on Faculty 
Status of College and University Librarians. 
The AAUP created this statement, which 
called for academic universities to grant 
faculty status to librarians, together with 
the Association of American Colleges 
and Universities (AACU) and the Asso-
ciation of College and Research Libraries 
(ACRL).2 These groups recognized how 

the academic librarianship had changed 
over the years and how academic librar-
ians had applied professional standards 
and academic rigor comparable to teach-
ing faculty. However, the majority of 
academic librarians are not “teaching 
faculty” and do little if any teaching in 
the traditional sense. This “teaching vs. 
nonteaching” difference has resulted in 
a problem for academic administrators 
when they try to apply the same promo-
tion and tenure standards to both librar-
ians and teaching faculty. 

Literature Review
What Are Academic Librarians and What 
Do They Do?

For if Librarie-keepers did under-
stand themselvs in the nature of 
their work, and would make them-
selvs as they ought to bee, useful 
in their places in a publick waie; 
they ought to becom Agents for the 
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advancement of universal Learning: 
and to this effect I could wish, that 
their places might not bee made as 
everie where they are, Mercenarie, 
but rather Honorarie (John Durie, 
1650).3

Although librarianship has existed 
for thousands of years, the character 
of academic librarianship has changed 
dramatically over the past century. This 
evolution of professional identity has 
not been an easy process, but neither is 
it unique. Other professions, including 
the teaching professoriate, have gone 
through similar redefinitions of function 
during the modern era (for instance, 
college professors shifted their focus 
from primarily instruction to research). 
Academic librarianship, in the modern 
sense, is still a comparatively young and 
misunderstood profession.

The late-nineteenth century move from 
the liberal arts model of education to the 
university model, and the increased focus 
on the production of primary research at 
the university, elevated the importance 
of the library and the visibility (if not 
status) of the librarian.4 The increasingly 
centralized role of the library in higher 
education saw the need for trained li-
brarians, beginning with Melvil Dewey’s 
program at Columbia University. This 
was followed by exponential growth of 
information after World War II, requir-
ing the further development of special-
ized academics—librarians—to manage 
an enormous increase in documents.5 
Academic librarians were also needed 
to educate the massive postwar influx 
of undergraduates on how to locate and 
use these documents (college enroll-
ment jumped from 2,300,000 to 8,650,000 
from 1950 to 1970 alone).6 Where being 
a librarian had once been a part-time or 
temporary job for faculty members, stu-
dents, or even janitors, all of whom were 
essentially “caretakers of books,” it had 
become increasingly professionalized.7 

In the twentieth century, Library and 
Information Science (LIS) emerged as a 

scholarly discipline, and academic librar-
ians, while differing from their “teaching 
faculty” counterparts in certain aspects, 
had become recognizable as a species of 
the same genus: academic professional. 
This professionalization and functional 
alignment with scholarship and educa-
tion was marked by the publication of a 
code of professional ethics,8 the establish-
ment of LIS doctoral programs, and the 
requirement of the master’s degree for 
librarians.9 The modern profession of 
academic librarianship, however, is still 
in the midst of birthing pangs and in need 
of clear direction and definition.

John-Bauer Graham defined the mod-
ern academic librarian as, at her simplest, 
“an individual possessing a Master’s in 
Library Science (or equivalent degree) 
and working in a college or university 
library or library system.”10 This is a de-
ceptively simple description, however, 
and Graham goes on to describe academic 
librarians as being simultaneously “uni-
versity employees, teachers, profession-
als, clerical staff, support staff, professors, 
administrators, [and] public servants.”11 
Academic librarians support the educa-
tional and research requirements of the 
faculties and students and engage in both 
education (either indirectly or directly) 
and original research, all the while ac-
tively administering the entity of the 
library (both internally and as it relates to 
wider educational institution). Certainly, 
the particular professional practice of 
individual librarians may differ consider-
ably (that is to say, librarians may be pro-
fessional catalogers, reference librarians, 
serials librarians, bibliographers, and so 
on), but all dedicated academic librarians 
are information scientists practicing as 
scholars and educators in a dynamic labo-
ratory (the academic library).12 Academic 
librarians, like all faculty members, are 
what they do: in other words, they profess 
their calling through action, and the best 
librarians make great “contributions to 
learning and scholarship—which is, after 
all, what our colleges and universities are 
about.”13 
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Many scholars argue against this 
concept of academic librarian as “teach-
er-scholar.” They claim that academic 
librarians do not fit the traditional (read: 
conservative, stereotypical) model of 
teaching faculty and are ill suited for full 
faculty status. True, academic librarians 
do not often “teach,” at least in the man-
ner typically attributed to teaching fac-
ulty, nor are librarians required to obtain 
the PhD for employment (leading to the 
conclusion that they must play catch-up 
in research or their research is of lower 
quality). Librarians do, nonetheless, fit 
the faculty model, if one is willing to al-
low for a broad definition of academia in 
terms of the basic functions of educating, 
researching, and administering, and pos-
sibly they extend the concept of “service” 
in some cases.14 Janet Swan Hill noted 
that librarianship relates to the “faculty 
model” in that the profession is (1) a dis-
tinct academic discipline, and that (2) 
academic librarians engage in intellectual 
work, (3) serve the community, (4) engage 
in (albeit primarily applied) research, (5) 
collaborate in scholarship, (6) cooperate 
in developing disciplinary standards, (7) 
actively practice in a profession (that is, 
librarianship as equivalent to teaching), 
and (8) administer their domain (the 
library).15

Academic librarians are on the cutting 
edge of academia in the postindustrial 
world. They educate and practice both 
applied and original scholarship. They 
facilitate access to information and seek 
to better understand information in rela-
tion to its users. The postindustrial world, 
unfortunately, has as yet failed to provide 
academic librarians with the necessary 
status to realize their professional poten-
tial. Full citizenship within the academic 
community at large is necessary to ac-
complish this task. 

Policy Statements 
The second half of the twentieth century 
saw a push toward the adoption of faculty 
status for academic librarians.16 This shift 
was largely due to the ongoing profes-

sionalization of academic librarianship 
and the subsequent recognition of the re-
lationship between elevated professional 
status and effectiveness in the discipline. 
It also reflected the comparatively recent 
move in academia toward primary re-
search and the resulting magnification 
of the importance of research libraries.17 

In 1940 the American Association of 
University Professors (AAUP) and the 
Association of American Colleges (AAC) 
(later renamed the Association of Ameri-
can Colleges and Universities) published 
its 1940 Statement of Principles on Academic 
Freedom and Tenure. This document “laid 
the groundwork for the modern concept 
of tenure.”18 

The 1940 Statement of Principles defines 
tenure as “a means to certain ends; specifi-
cally: (1) freedom of teaching and research 
and of extramural activities, and (2) a 
sufficient degree of economic security 
to make the profession attractive to men 
and women of ability.”19 The document 
is vague in terms of specifics concerning 
status and tenure, perhaps purposefully 
so. It outlines the requirements for ten-
ure as including any person teaching a 
full-time load, but it does not define the 
exact nature of the “teaching” or the spe-
cific academic credentials necessary for 
“teaching.” This nonspecificity left room 
for debate concerning the legitimacy of 
the “teaching” performed by academic 
librarians. 

It may be argued that the 1940 State-
ment’s authors were purposefully less 
rigid in their concept of instruction (Trow-
er pointed out that academic freedom 
statements seldom define “faculty”).20 The 
term “teacher,” in fact, “is understood [in 
the Statement] to include the investigator 
who is attached to an academic institu-
tion without teaching duties.”21 The 1940 
Statement, furthermore, makes no inter-
pretations concerning what qualifies as 
“research” and extends no preeminence 
to either theoretical or practitioner inves-
tigation. In view of these observations, it 
is no surprise that both the AAUP and 
the AAC would later side with academic 
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librarians in their fight for faculty status 
and tenure. The American Library As-
sociation (ALA) was, in fact, the third of 
209 organizations to endorse the docu-
ment (doing so in 1946). This suggests 
that, while misunderstandings certainly 
exist between “teaching faculty” and 
academic librarians concerning role and 
function, a basic shared understanding 
of education, academic exploration, and 
the need for intellectual freedom existed 
between teaching faculty and academic 
librarians during a seminal period in the 
development of higher education in the 
United States.

The ACRL, a division of ALA, has long 
been “dedicated to enhancing the abil-
ity of academic library and information 
professionals to serve the information 
needs of the higher education community 
and to improve learning, teaching, and 
research.”22 The association, in contrast 
to its parent organization the ALA,23 has 
served as a leader in the effort toward 
realizing the 1940 Statement of Principles’ 
resolutions for academic librarians. 

In 1959, the ACRL’s Committee on 
Academic Status of its University Librar-
ies Section released a report entitled The 
Status of College and University Librarians. 
The document notes multiple reasons 
for giving academic librarians faculty 
status, including the increasing demands 
on librarians as educators, advances in 
librarianship as a defined field, and the 
necessity of academic freedom protec-
tions for practitioners.24 Following this 
report (and a period of woodshedding 
during the 1960s),25 ACRL has consis-
tently vocally supported faculty status for 
college and university librarians through 
published statements. The association ar-
ticulated basic standards for faculty status 
in its ACRL Standards for Faculty Status for 
College and University Librarians, formally 
adopted in 1971, with the latest version 
approved in 2007.26 This formal state-
ment of purpose establishes librarians as 
“partners” with teaching faculty, claiming 
an equivalency between librarians and 
teaching faculty in terms of both research 

and teaching contributions. The ACRL 
Standards urges colleges and universities 
to adopt a set of standards concerning 
librarians that would provide them with 
faculty status: (1) that faculty librarians 
are to be evaluated in their responsibilities 
by their peers, (2) that they share in both 
library and (3) college and university gov-
ernance, (4) that they be paid comparably 
to teaching faculty, (5) that librarians “be 
covered by a stated tenure policy,” (6) 
that they be promoted consistently with 
established standards, (7) that they be 
made eligible for sabbaticals and research 
funds, and (8) that librarians be provided 
with academic freedom commensurate to 
teaching faculty.27

These standards were followed by 
the 1972 ACRL Joint Statement on Faculty 
Status of College and University Librarians, 
which further portrayed librarians as 
legitimate beneficiaries of the 1940 State-
ment of Principles. The Joint Statement was 
drafted as a joint effort by the ACRL, 
AAC, and the AAUP. It asserts that 
academic librarians play a key role in the 
learning process and that faculty status 
should be granted as a result of functional 
identity (that is, professional engagement 
in research and teaching). The document 
states that academic librarians, similar to 
traditional teaching faculty, perform both 
a teaching role and a research role and 
should be thus eligible for faculty status:

…[academic librarians] instruct 
students formally and informally 
and advise and assist faculty in 
their scholarly pursuits. Librarians 
are also themselves involved in the 
research function; many conduct 
research in their own professional 
interests and in the discharge of 
their duties.28 

College and university librarians, 
therefore, are entitled to the same rights 
as other faculty, including “correspond-
ing entitlement to rank, promotion, ten-
ure, compensation, leaves, and research 
funds,” as well as the ability to share 
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in institutional governance.29 The Joint 
Statement was last reaffirmed (without 
changes) in 2007.

This impetus for the establishment of 
faculty status for academic librarianship 
has not slowed since the early 1970s, and 
ACRL remains at the vanguard of the 
movement. Further policy statements 
have been approved by the ACRL to bring 
academic librarianship into line with the 
tenure model. The Guideline for the Screen-
ing and Appointment of Academic Librarians 
Using a Search Committee outlines a model 
for shared departmental responsibility in 
hiring.30 The ACRL Guideline on Collective 
Bargaining states that librarians should be 
included with teaching faculty in terms 
of collective bargaining.31 Recently, a 
Guideline for the Appointment, Promotion, 
and Tenure of Academic Librarians was ap-
proved that outlines procedures for “ap-
plication within the context of two ACRL 
policy statements [the 1971 Standards and 
1972 Joint Statement] on faculty status for 
academic librarians, as well as related 
statements issued by the American As-
sociation of University Professors.”32 

In 2009, June Garner, Karen Davidson, 
and Becky Schwartzkopf published an 
essay discussing the most recent itera-
tions of the tenure process for librarians.33 
The results show that most institutions 
require a second advanced degree to be 
eligible for a tenure-track position; that 
a wide variety of activities—grants, ref-
ereed articles, book chapters, conference 
proceedings and poster sessions—were 
accepted as scholarly contributions. What 
was interesting about this essay was that 
it stated that teaching faculty have a dis-
tinct advantage over library faculty with 
regard to open summers available for re-
search. Although this supports the belief 
that academic librarians are faced with 
increasing expectations, it is important 
to remember that, as the bar rises, both 
their respect as faculty members and their 
salary remain low compared to teaching 
faculty members in academic institutions. 

Although the preceding organizational 
statements suggest that there has been 

some progress made in the elevation of 
academic librarianship, this shift has 
been neither profound nor universal, and 
it is mired in perpetual debate. Much of 
this torpor may be blamed on librarian-
ship’s weak professional standing at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, 
conservative institutional bureaucracies, 
quality control issues concerning library 
education, and the nagging presence of 
teaching faculty disregard for, or misun-
derstanding of, librarianship.34 This final 
sticking point is possibly the most frus-
trating obstacle to overcome (especially 
considering the official partnering of the 
two camps’ professional associations). 
Librarians must be vocal in defending 
their academic citizenship, for 

we must be able to think freely and 
independently, to test our practices 
and procedures, and to integrate 
our activities with the other instruc-
tional and research functions in our 
institutions. We have the responsi-
bility to insist on the autonomy to do 
our jobs properly if we are indeed 
to be able to give the best service to 
our institutions.35 

At Texas A&M University College 
Station (TAMU), the foundation that the 
promotion and tenure guidelines rest on 
is the customary teaching, scholarship, 
and service model. Since librarians do 
not teach in the traditional sense, adapta-
tions of promotion and tenure standards 
for librarians were created to evaluate 
librarians’ contributions appropriately. 
For librarians, the foundation that the 
promotion and tenure guidelines rest 
on is the librarianship, scholarship, and 
service model.36 Although great debate 
surrounds this question, for the purpose 
of this paper we define librarianship as:

the profession practiced by those 
who work in libraries. The principal 
focus of the work of the librarian 
is on services to library users, but 
this manifests itself in many ways. 
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It includes the selection, catalog-
ing and arrangement of books and 
other documents and information 
resources in all media and format; 
the provision of services to answer 
the queries of users, including giv-
ing access to information resources 
that are not held in the library; and 
the management and administra-
tion of these processes and of the 
library itself.37 

The shift away from teaching to librari-
anship has caused a continuous debate in 
the academic community over the issue of 
faculty status for librarians. The reason for 
the debate rests on the fact that few teach-
ing faculty and university administrators 
understand what “librarianship” entails. 
Consequently, as Hill suggested, we as li-
brarians have been continuously forced to 
communicate and defend academic ten-
ure for librarians. Librarians must com-
municate that librarianship “has its own 
foundations and theory and practice, its 
own ethical constructs, its own literature 
and its own type of academic prepara-
tion” and as a result must be evaluated 
against benchmarks appropriate to the 
discipline.38 Although we cite the need 
of academic freedom as an argument, 
this response does not fully communicate 
what academic tenure for librarians mean 
to the academic community. 

What Is Tenure and How Is It Attained?
According to the American Association 
of University Professors, tenure is “an 
arrangement whereby faculty members, 
after successful completion of a period 
of probationary service, can be dismissed 
only for adequate cause or other possible 
circumstances and only after a hearing 
before a faculty committee.”39 For librar-
ians, tenure shall be available to them in 
accordance with the tenure provisions 
of all faulty of the institution.40 What 
this means is a librarian, like any other 
teaching faculty, who is hired under a 
tenure-track position must go through a 
demanding selection and approval pro-

cess that usually takes their entire career. 
It begins with a competitive national and 
international search. Once hired, the ten-
ure candidate will be on a “tenure track” 
(that is, a probationary tenure term). The 
length of this term and the actual “tenure 
clock” by which an institution measures 
the candidate’s progress varies from insti-
tution to institution, though here we will 
use TAMU’s system as our example.41 For 
the tenure-track librarian, librarianship, 
research, and service are reviewed each 
year by library administration. If on the 
third year the librarian does not show 
promise as a tenure-track faculty member, 
he or she is asked to leave. However, if 
the librarian passes the third-year review, 
it is not until the seventh year that he or 
she will “go up for tenure.” During this 
seventh year, the candidate’s librarianship 
performance, research, and service activi-
ties are carefully reviewed by the tenured 
library faculty as well as various outside 
university administrators ranging from 
the Dean of Faculties, University Provost, 
President of the University (and Chancel-
lor and Regents here at TAMU). Success 
for the faculty member is measured by 
the obtaining of tenure of promotion to a 
higher rank. In the initial promotion from 
Assistant to Associate Professor, here at 
TAMU, the candidate is continually faced 
with “post tenure review” each year. 
Should a librarian fail three years in a row 
to meet the job requirement, he or she is 
placed on review and could possibly be 
terminated.

What Advantages Are There for Retaining 
Tenure for Librarians? 
The primary protection that tenure gives 
all tenured faculty members is academic 
freedom, though there are other protec-
tions that we will examine in more detail. 
Academic freedom gives tenure-track 
faculty members the freedom to voice 
opinions and publish in areas where they 
are trained and without the fear of dis-
missal for going against what university 
administration and/or certain segments 
of society agree with. However, as stated 
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above, the foundation of a librarian’s 
job responsibilities rests on benefiting 
library users to meet their needs, and 
this is often manifested in the term and 
duties of librarianship. This includes “the 
selection, cataloging and arrangement of 
books and other documents and informa-
tion resources in all media and format; 
the provision of services to answer the 
queries of users, including giving access 
to information resources that are not held 
in the library; and the management and 
administration of these processes and of 
the library itself.”42 However, if a librar-
ian’s academic freedom is not protected, 
then, like teaching faculty, he or she might 
give a guarded and abridged version 
of the thoughts and ideas in his or her 
research. In addition, librarians will also 
guard against purchasing and disseminat-
ing controversial informational resources 
to help answer users’ questions, under the 
threat that their jobs are not adequately 
protected. This would limit the influx 
of new ideas coming into the university 
environment and stifle the development 
of knowledge.

Arguments Against Faculty Status 
for Librarians
There are often arguments from within 
the profession that tenured librarians tend 
to become unproductive, that they put 
their feet up and stop working. This is a 
fallacy. Although librarians may certainly 
abuse tenure, one must remember that 
there are unproductive people among 
the teaching faculty and in the corporate 
environment as well. Librarians in aca-
demia who are not performing are the 
exception and not the rule. According to 
Hohm and Shore: 

“More common is the situation where, 
as professors mature, they place less em-
phasis on front-line research and more 
emphasis on teaching and university 
service. Tenure gives them the freedom 
to devote their time to teaching and uni-
versity service, without fear that some 
younger person will publish more and 
take their job away. Also, governance is-

sues require knowledge and experience 
which younger faculty may not have 
acquired. The senior faculty is often ex-
pected to carry the burden in this area.”43 
For purposes of this paper, we define 
“university service” as those academic 
committees, work groups, and otherwise 
compulsory or heavily encouraged at-
tendance at university events that take up 
large amounts of effort and time up and 
away from librarianship, research, and 
teaching. This is demonstrated at TAMU 
when librarians move from Associate 
Professor to Full Professor status. There is 
a greater emphasis on service moving to 
Full than there was moving to Associate.

Richard M. Dougherty,44 Davey and 
Andrews,45 and Blaise Cronin,46 along 
with others argued that librarians should 
not be tenured faculty because their ter-
minal degree of Master of Library Science 
(MLS) does not prepare them to perform 
the necessary scholarly research required 
of a tenured professor. Cynthia Tysick 
and Nancy Babb stated that, although 
many MLS degree programs require their 
students to take research methodology 
classes, few have writing classes that 
prepare their students for the scholarly 
roles in academic profession.47 However, 
the same lack of training might be said 
about most PhD programs for teaching 
faculty. Most academic institutions view 
teaching as its primary mission,48 and 
as a result researchers have recognized 
that formal PhD education has failed to 
prepare academic professors with the 
proper teaching skills needed to teach 
classes.49 Consequently, unlike librarians 
who have the practical training to perform 
the librarianship portion of their job, 
teaching faculty struggle to perform the 
practical side of their job: teaching. Both 
librarians and teaching faculty, therefore, 
face similar problems when starting the 
tenure process. 

Since many believe that tenure-
track librarians are unable to perform 
these scholarly responsibilities, it is 
also believed that the scholarly re-
sponsibilities required to gain tenure 



A Defense of Tenure Faculty Status for Librarians  413

is the primary reason for turnover in 
academic libraries. However, Elizabeth 
C. Henry, Dana M. Caudle, and Paula 
Sullenger proved this to be false.50 
They researched the effect of tenure 
on retention in academic libraries and 
discovered that tenure had little if any 
effect on turnover. These and other 
authors point to evidence of librarians’ 
enthusiasm for scholarship.51 Examples 
of evidence can be found in table 1 
below, which examines 379 libraries 
in the United States and ranks them 
according to scholarly production.

As the above table shows, university 
librarians publish heavily—often pub-
lishing in numbers comparable to the 

teaching faculty. In addition, following 
John M. Budd’s research regarding the 
publishing trends of university faculty, 
we can also extrapolate that those library 
faculty publishing most actively are those 
on the tenure track.52 We might further 
conclude that, with the loss of tenure, 
the librarianship profession as a whole 
will lose invaluable research to universi-
ties trying to save a handful of dollars in 
these hard times. 

In fact, it is the quasi-status of li-
brarians not being tenured that causes 
turnover in tenure-track libraries. John 
H. Moriarty stated that, if true faculty 
status is withheld, the consequences to 
the profession would be dire:53 

Table 1
Most Productive Libraries, 1998–2002 (379 Libraries,  

Ranked by Number of Authors)54

Institution Rank
(No. of 

Authors)

No. of 
Articles

Rank in Weller, 
Hurd, Wiberley 

(1999)
Texas A&M University                 1 (45)      41 9
Pennsylvania State University        2 (39)      38 1
University of Illinois at Chicago    3 (31)      35 5
University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign           4 (28)      42 3
Ohio State University               61 (26)      38 7
Iowa State University               6 (26)      19 6
University of Michigan               8 (20)      18 11
Cornell University                   8 (20)      20 2
University of Florida                8 (20)      12 10
University of Iowa                  10 (19)      12 —
University of New Mexico            11 (18)      21 14
Purdue University                   11 (18)      21 —
Vanderbilt University               11 (18)       9 —
Yale University                    149 (17)      19 —
University at Albany                14 (17)      17 15
University of Pittsburgh            14 (17)      12 —
University of Colorado–Boulder        17 (16)      15 18
Colorado State University           17 (16)      13 —
Indiana University                  19 (15)      16 —
University at Buffalo               19 (15)      14 —
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Present practitioners must ask for 
unequivocal status for such pro-
fessors or we will never be able 
to recruit the quality of people 
required […] we should never 
settle for “with the rank of” or for 
“Librarians Grade I” or VI or higher. 
Twenty-five years in the academic 
world has taught me that lesson. 
If you do, then some young and 
new business manager does not 
understand, and a librarian rated 
as Librarian III does not get a travel 
grant reserved for professors. Or a 
new president comes to office and 
appoints a campus-wide committee 
for some key purpose and forgets 
to name any librarian member. The 
oversights, the “pin-pricks” brought 
on by any quasi-status are point-
lessly but cruelly demeaning, they 
sour able people, they make present 
librarians only halfhearted recruit-
ers of new professionals, or, as in the 
past, they drive able librarians out 
of the profession.55

Not only is communicating what 
librarianship is to academic adminis-
trators essential for librarians to retain 
their tenure status, it is also important 
to communicate how tenure-track librar-
ians evaluate their scholarly publications 
for promotion and tenure so university 
administration may see that academic 
librarians have similar publication cri-
teria as the rest of the teaching faculty. 
Such communication is important; since 
administration often does not fully 
understand what librarianship is, they 
rely heavily on something they do un-
derstand: publications. Park and Riggs’ 
1989 survey revealed that university 
administrators are more likely to review 
academic librarians’ tenure packets on the 
basis of publication record, as opposed to 
service and job performance. 

Like teaching faculty, journal articles 
and monographs are the two most cus-
tomary types of publications written by 
academic librarians.56 There are numerous 

articles that mention a number of criteria 
for evaluating scholarly publications 
for librarians. The simplest criteria are 
articles appearing in refereed journals.57 
Miller examined other criteria such as: 
number of refereed publications, as-
sessments by peers, and citation counts. 
However, in 1995 the quantity of publica-
tions was discarded in lieu of quality of 
research when College & Research Libraries 
called for the quality of research to be 
evaluated according to its place of pub-
lication.58 As stated above, the primary 
merit upon which a publication rests is 
if the journal is peer reviewed. However, 
the evaluation of journal quality points 
beyond just peer review. Other impor-
tant factors include the following: the 
reputation of the editor and the editorial 
review board, the inclusion of the journal 
in citation indices, the opinions of leading 
researchers, the journal’s appearance in 
ranking lists, its citation impact factor, the 
opinions of colleagues in the same or simi-
lar research field, the journal’s longevity, 
its acceptance rates, and its circulation (in 
other words, the number of subscribers).59

The Importance of Faculty Status 
The ACRL Joint Statement on Faculty Status 
of College and University Librarians states 
that “the function of the librarian as par-
ticipant in the processes of teaching and 
research is the essential criterion of faculty 
status.”60 These additional expectations for 
academic librarians set them aside from 
most other types of librarians, who gen-
erally do not have research expectations, 
and for whom publications are a special 
achievement rather than de rigueur. Faculty 
librarians provide much of the scholarship 
in librarianship as a method of sharing 
knowledge with the profession. Librarians 
in public libraries, K–12 schools, and other 
institutions also contribute to professional 
publications, but the brunt of quantitative 
and methodological research in the field 
falls to faculty-rank librarians.

Faculty status offers librarians a series 
of protections both tangible and psycho-
logical. A faculty librarian is permitted to 
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use work time to attend and participate 
in professional conferences such as those 
held by ALA and ACRL; to conduct and 
publish research and share it with peers; 
and the academic freedom to teach and 
advance scholarship through research. 
Nonfaculty librarians often cannot do 
these things or can do so only on a limited 
basis. For instance, numerous meetings 
at ALA-sponsored conferences are held 
over weekends to accommodate librar-
ians who can only participate during that 
time because they have to request leave 
for the additional days. In other fields, 
weekends would be used for conferences 
only as built-in travel time for partici-
pants. Nonfaculty librarians also seldom 
have the time or resources for research 
and publication, and teaching is limited 
to the aims of the institution rather than 
the librarian’s purview. 

Psychologically, faculty status pro-
tects librarians from those patrons who 
inflict their temper and beliefs on librar-
ies. There is nothing more upsetting to 
a librarian than being pressured by a 
library patron because the librarian pur-
chased a book for the library collection 
that went against the patron’s belief. A 
perfect example of this was when Jeanne 
Layton, the Davis County librarian, was 
pressured by the Davis County Commis-
sion and its library board to remove the 
controversial novel Americana written by 
Don DeLillo from the library’s shelves. 
When the librarian stood her ground, she 
was fired.61 Although this example took 
place in 1979, it is a perfect example of 
what pressures librarians face even today. 
It is not uncommon for a library patron 
to request to speak to the librarian’s 
supervisor, often the Dean of Academic 
Libraries, to complain about the perceived 
inappropriate book. 

Academic Librarians and Teaching 
Faculty 
Superficially, tenure-track academic 
librarians appear to be a breed apart 
from tenure-track faculty in other depart-
ments. Often, the publishing and service 

requirements for tenure are lower for 
librarians than for other tenure faculty. 
This is not because of a lack of academic 
rigor, but rather because of a lack of time 
and funding. Most librarian appoint-
ments are for a twelve-month period, 
rather than the nine months that is more 
typical for other faculty. Hill equates the 
time required to perform daily job func-
tions, participate on special projects, and 
other necessary activities to what would 
equate to a heavy teaching load for other 
faculty.62 In addition, librarians remain 
busy even when the students have gone 
home. Class intersession periods—the 
weeks from the end of finals to the first 
day of the new semester—are also the 
busiest periods for librarians working be-
hind the scenes. This is when it is possible 
to update and perform maintenance on 
electronic resources, when new personnel 
can be interviewed and hired, and when 
new programs are readied to roll out for 
the public. 

Librarians are also required to be 
reactive to current events and special 
circumstances, such as being required to 
work holidays and during times of crisis, 
because by doing so they are provid-
ing continuing services to others. Large 
campus libraries are frequently open for 
several hours on such holidays as New 
Year’s Day, Easter, and Memorial Day. 
When hurricanes hit, librarians are at 
home with their computers answering ref-
erence questions until the power goes out. 
(And yes, just because there is a weather 
emergency—or any other emergency—
the questions keep coming in.) When 
the H1/N1 virus broke out in early 2009, 
Web sites with numerous links to health 
and safety resources popped up almost 
immediately on library pages across the 
United States and Canada. 

Librarians also spend a great deal of 
time on continuing their education and 
improving their supervisory skills. Un-
like teaching faculty, it is not uncommon 
for tenure-track librarians to supervise 
departments that have both tenured 
librarians and staff members report-
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for faculty, including but not limited to 
protecting academic freedom. Jerry D. 
Campbell stated that librarians don’t need 
this freedom because it “is not the nature 
of our business. We are not the explorers 
or the teachers.”64 This is a misguided 
statement. Librarians are frequently the 
explorers of new technologies, shar-
ing what they learn with their patrons. 
Librarians are also teachers, not just in 
the area of their specialization but in 
the new domain of information literacy. 
This role also encompasses instruction 
on the dangers of copyright infringe-
ment, intellectual property rights, and 
academic integrity and plagiarism. Gail 
Wood acknowledged the important role 
librarians play in these battles, noting 
that librarians’ bibliographic instruction 
aids in “developing a strong expressive 
voice in the student-scholar, one who uses 
information wisely and appropriately in 
support of original ideas.”65

The roles of explorer and teacher are 
not limited to librarians in higher educa-
tion. Librarians from public, corporate, 
and other educational venues share 
common goals in ensuring that patrons 
have access to information as well as 
privacy protections. In some cases, this 
involves fighting bans on books, Web 
sites, or unmonitored Web access. In the 
past decade, such incidents have received 
wide media exposure through online 
editions of newspapers, Web broadcasts 
of news videos, and television. In the 
wake of these cases, librarians from all 
sectors have published items in library 
periodicals and journals to share what 
they learned from these incidents, such 
as recommending courses of action for 
handling ban requests or how to make 
the best of media attention.

Academic freedom is thus an impor-
tant issue for librarians, as well as for 
librarians facing the tenure process. Li-
brarians researching free speech issues, 
technological issues, or even copyright 
issues often take stands that others dis-
agree with. Michelle Martinez, a reference 
librarian, wrote in an essay her response 

ing to them. On top of the additional 
supervisory training we are required 
to take, we also continually follow new 
technology trends—Web 2.0, gaming as 
literacy, a dozen software programs—to 
stay abreast of new information technol-
ogy trends so that we can make them 
available for the library’s users. For spe-
cialists, other skills such as paleography, 
bookbinding, digitization, or metadata 
creation need constant enhancement. At-
tending at least one class or workshop 
a year is almost mandatory for many 
academic librarians. 

Last, librarians must be unusually 
prepared on a number of fronts. It is 
not at all unusual for a librarian’s job 
specifications or title to change signifi-
cantly. For instance, an English literature 
faculty member working on a Chaucer 
commentary will never be transferred to 
the Aerospace Engineering Department 
and told to teach structural analysis or 
write a paper on propulsion methods. 
However, in library departments it is not 
uncommon for someone to be moved 
from public service to acquisitions and 
cataloging, or from archives to digital 
projects. Due to the time it takes to learn 
the librarian’s new job responsibilities, he 
or she is faced with less time to perform 
research; and, since most research done 
by librarians revolves around their job 
responsibilities, their research suffers. 
This is supported in the 1999 survey re-
sults of Pennsylvania academic libraries 
when they discovered that approximately 
60 percent of librarians’ peer-reviewed 
journals were published in the area of 
their subject expertise rather than those 
in the context of librarianship.63 Neverthe-
less, the tenure clock ticks on, and librar-
ians are expected to publish regularly in 
peer-reviewed journals regardless of the 
learning curves they find themselves be-
hind when they are transferred to a new 
department.

Academic Freedom 
Tenure, in many cases, was developed 
and maintained as a series of protections 
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to a patron offended by a work of erotic 
literature: 

In the process of discussing the 
book challenge of Apollinaire’s 
Eleven Thousand Rods with my col-
leagues, I declared that I would 
become the Dirty Librarian: the 
librarian who ordered erotic fiction, 
classical, modern, and otherwise for 
my personal collection; the librarian 
who would also read said items and 
be able to converse intelligently 
upon them (and I do blog on oc-
casion), and perhaps the librarian 
who would make a career of writing 
about and discussing pornography 
and erotica.66

In some fields such a declaration would 
be controversial. In the library science 
field, this declaration is accepted. It has 
always been the duty of conscientious 
librarians to defend controversial litera-
ture. In the twenty-first century, librarians 
also find themselves defending access to 
controversial Web sites or information 
and fighting those who wish to restrict 
others’ access to information. 

Conclusions
As can be seen from the evidence pre-
sented thus far, library faculty members 
are on par with teaching faculty members 
in regard to scholarship and service. As 
such, librarians require the protections 
offered by tenure to continue contributing 
to their profession without administrative 
repercussions should a librarian choose to 
publish or teach on controversial topics. 
Faculty librarians provide valuable con-
tributions to scholarship both in LIS-ori-
ented journals and in the journals of their 
subject specialty. These contributions to 
scholarship and to the profession should 
not be diminished but encouraged. 

Why Librarians Should Be Concerned
Unfortunately, due to economic trends, 
many librarians are facing budgetary and 
personnel cuts. Some administrations 

ask why librarians should hold tenured 
faculty status when it would be easier to 
hire shelving assistants and keep only a 
professional or two around. This outlook 
is naïve at best and detrimental to the 
institution at worst. Gail Gilbert describes 
how the University of Louisville’s librar-
ians’ faculty status was removed for six 
years.67 The institution’s President had 
envisioned money saved, improved staff-
ing, and increased flexibility; the ques-
tion of what this had to do with faculty 
status was never answered. The library 
maintained its high standards and, with 
a new administration, restored faculty 
status thirteen years later. The Kentucky 
librarians’ story is one of both caution 
and hope. It shows that determined 
librarians can successfully fight hostile 
administrations. 

Steps to Take
If you share the conviction that academic 
librarians are not clerks but scholars, and 
thus deserving of full academic citizen-
ship, consider the following:

1. Organizing Effectively: Become polit-
ically active through savvy organization. 
According to the AAUP’s Statement on 
Collective Bargaining, collective bargain-
ing should (1) “protect and promote the 
professional and economic interests of 
the faculty as a whole,” (2) “maintain 
and enhance” representative faculty gov-
ernance, (3) “obtain explicit guarantees 
of academic freedom and tenure,” and 
(4) “create orderly and clearly defined 
procedures for prompt consideration of 
problems and grievances.”68 Identify and 
join your local AAUP chapter. If there is 
not one, organize one. 

2. Educating Constantly: Educate your 
teaching faculty colleagues, whether they 
consider you a colleague (yet) or not, as 
to the integral role of the librarian within 
the larger academic community. Convince 
them of the necessity of the tenured librar-
ian for their academic freedom and the 
need for librarians’ investiture with full 
status and academic freedom to fulfill this 
role. Take steps to continuously educate 
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yourself as well. Understanding your role 
as an academic is the only way to func-
tion properly as an academic and library 
professional.

3. Participating Actively: The previ-
ous steps may only be accomplished 
through consistent engagement in the 
life of the college or university. The 
library is not a building alone, and 
the fact that librarians are so much 
identified with the building unfairly 
isolates them. Jane Forgotson, para-
phrasing Heinrich Heine, wrote that 
“the professor loves librarians like his 
grandmother—there’s always a little 
room for them behind the stove.”69 So 
venture outside the library walls: join 
outside committees and “nonlibrary” 
academic associations. Both demand and 
prove your right to academic citizenship.

Too often, we librarians are at fault for 
being overly self-effacing in our work. We 
will insist that we do not teach despite 
regularly holding dozens of instruction 
sessions. We are modest in publicizing our 
research. To gain recognition as full citi-
zens in academia, we need to take control, 
and protecting our tenure status is a major 
part of that control. In these troubled times, 
we should take the advice of the AAUP:

It follows that the renunciation 
of tenure, or of the ability to be a 
candidate for tenure, is not merely 
a private exchange; it has much 
larger institutional and social conse-
quences. Such an offer to relinquish 
tenure or not to be considered for 
tenure ought not only be refused, it 
ought not be made.70
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