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In 2010, the Association of College & Research Libraries released The 
Value of Academic Libraries: A Comprehensive Research Review and Report and 
launched not only its “Value of Academic Libraries” (VAL) initiative (http://
www.acrl.ala.org/value/), but also a continuing series of studies seeking to 
answer the Report’s call to design new approaches to library assessment.1 
Among the chief tasks of that report were to define what we mean by “value” when 
we discuss academic libraries, and to articulate specific ways in which we might study, 
document, and communicate the contributions that libraries and librarians make to 
teaching, learning, scholarship, service, and other goals valued by our institutions. In 
2010, “value” was a critical concept for academic libraries to embrace, engage, and 
explore if they were to remain part of the broader discourse about what matters in 
higher education, and the fruits of this ongoing effort will be on display in an upcom-
ing issue of this journal, which features reports on research conducted as part of the 
Assessment in Action project (http://www.ala.org/acrl/AiA). In 2015, there is another 
critical, and equally ill-defined, concept requiring our attention, and the word we as-
sociate with that concept is “innovation.”

“Innovation” appears as an identifiable goal in seemingly every strategic plan cur-
rently in use or in development, whether in the library, the university, or outside the 
academy. Broad recognition of “innovation” as a measurable institutional characteristic 
in higher education gained ground this year when U.S. News & World Report released 
its inaugural ranking of “Most Innovative Schools.”2 As with other U.S. News rankings, 
this one was based on peer assessment. In this case, higher education leaders were 
asked to nominate institutions making “the most innovative improvements in terms of 
curriculum, faculty, students, campus life, technology or facilities.”3 What was meant 
by “innovative” was left to respondents to decide, but we may glean one university’s 
view of innovations that matter from the description provided by President Dennis 
Holtschneider in his announcement of DePaul University’s inclusion on the list: “DePaul’s 
faculty has a culture of developing cutting-edge programs quickly … [and] designing 
amazing facilities, like The Theatre School building and the new Scholar’s Lab and 
media:scape collaboration stations in Richardson Library.” Other efforts noted in 
DePaul’s announcement included the creation of an “innovation lab” in the Col-
lege of Communication equipped with technology designed to track social media 
across platforms and the launch of an interdisciplinary Center for Data Mining and 
Predictive Analytics.4 One year earlier, Holtschneider celebrated the opening of an 
“innovation lab” at DePaul College Prep High School, one comprised of “a collec-
tion of classrooms dedicated to hands-on activities where students can apply what 
they’ve learned in the classroom to make everything from jewelry and visual art to 
films and e-textiles.”5 In each case, “innovation” was defined by changes to the cur-
riculum and facilities allowing an educational institution to pursue new approaches 
to the core missions of teaching and learning, and promoting a holistic approach to 
learning that goes beyond the classroom to foster community engagement with the 
educational mission. Innovation of this type is found in other Chicago institutions, 
e.g., Chicago Public Library, which has gained national attention for YOUMedia, 
its “21st century teen digital learning space,” and for its leadership in the “Chicago 
City of Learning” initiative.6 
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Innovation defined by contributions to the advancement of teaching and learn-
ing or by community engagement is very different from the innovation valued by 
another set of rankings published this year. For Reuters, “innovation” is defined by a 
suite of metrics focused on the responsibility of higher education “to convert public 
funding into knowledge and products that help drive the global economy.” Stanford 
University, holding the top spot in this ranking, was noted for the revenue generated 
by companies founded by entrepreneurs educated or employed by Stanford, as well as 
the number of times articles and patents registered to Stanford researchers were cited 
by others in the academic or corporate sectors.7 The impact of taking this approach to 
defining innovation can be seen in the ways in which entire categories of institutions 
were eliminated from consideration early in the process, e.g., if their researchers had 
not filed a sufficient number of patents.8 For Reuters, innovation in higher education 
is defined by the capacity to “reliably produce original research, create useful technol-
ogy, and have the greatest economic impact.”9 The Reuters list complements another 
recent addition to the global rankings, i.e., the “innovation indicators” identified by 
Times Higher Education (THE). THE focuses on university-industry partnerships that 
allow institutions of higher education “to enhance their research, find new applica-
tions for their work and boost revenues.”10 Reuters acknowledges that its approach to 
measuring innovation may result in smaller institutions being overlooked even if they 
possess pockets of innovative practice, e.g., “[a] small liberal arts school might rank low 
for overall innovation, but still operate one of the most innovative computer science 
departments in the world.”11 What both Reuters and THE appear to ignore, however, is 
that they have mistaken the filing of patents, the quantity of research income derived 
from industry partnerships, and the economic impact of academic research for every-
thing that might be considered “innovative” in higher education. This truncated view 
of what “innovation” means, and how it might be measured, has significant potential 
to influence leadership support for academic libraries and the services they provide.

Innovation of the type prized by Reuters can certainly be found in libraries, and our 
contributions to this type of innovation can be seen in the work being done at places 
like North Carolina State University’s James B. Hunt, Jr. Library.12 Public libraries also 
support this sort of innovation, as in the case of the Alexandria Co-Working Network, 
which brings together the expertise of Arizona State University’s Entrepreneurship and 
Innovation Group and the community access provided by public libraries.13 Support-
ing economic advancement is also one of the strategic focus areas for Chicago Public 
Library.14 When speaking to academic leaders or our colleagues, however, we would 
argue that innovation in academic libraries must be considered in many more ways 
and, frankly, in more appropriate ways, if we are to have a true sense of the library as 
a component of the university’s innovation agenda. We must focus on a definition of 
innovation that looks beyond economic indicators to the educational mission of the 
academy, e.g., a novel approach or application of an existing idea, process, or inven-
tion that leads to increased commitment to an institution’s mission, and to meaningful 
impact for an institution’s community. 

Innovation of this type may relate to changes in the library service program, or to 
ways in which librarians contribute to changes in teaching, learning, or scholarship 
on campus. Innovation may involve collaboration with student affairs professionals 
to consider the impact of co-curricular spaces on student learning, or with community 
leaders to re-think the role of the academic library as a contributor to K-12 student 
success. Innovation may involve recruiting a digital scholarship specialist whose focus 
is on extending the reach of undergraduate research through open access publishing, 
or adopting an approach to space planning that allows the library to support new 
models of teaching and research. Innovation may be found in the development of a 
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peer leadership approach to student employment, or in the provision of technologies 
that promote faculty collaboration across the traditional boundaries of established 
disciplines. Innovation in library practice can be seen in the evolution of our thinking 
about our role as teachers, moving from training in the use of tools, to instruction in 
how to think critically about information sources, to focusing on the “intersections” of 
information literacy, media literacy, data literacy, and scholarly communications that 
allow us to contribute more effectively to the development of students as creators of 
digital content and as engaged digital citizens. Each of these innovations is just as im-
portant as our taking responsibility for research data management or the provision of 
access to an array of “maker” spaces and tools, but some are more commonly featured 
in discussions of innovation in academic libraries than others. Any of these innova-
tions, moreover, may be of greater value to one academic community than another 
depending on the local institutional mission and focus. Our definition of innovation in 
academic libraries should not follow a model of narrowly defined metrics, but should 
reflect the diversity of our academic communities. 

A broader definition of innovation is inclusive of institutions that focus on access, 
rather than selectivity, or on teaching, rather than research. A broader definition of in-
novation is inclusive of institutions that focus on leadership in a given community or 
discipline, rather than recognizing only the most comprehensive institutions (or those 
with a specific mandate to foster industry partnerships and technology transfer). A 
broader definition of innovation does not privilege one set of activities over another 
as being more valuable to our communities or our future as librarians. Innovators, as 
Purdue’s Deba Dutta noted, create value, and value, as we have seen through the VAL 
initiative, is often best understood within the local context.15

A broader and more contextualized approach to understanding innovation in aca-
demic libraries is important for two reasons. 

First, it counters the prevailing narrative that innovation is intimately tied to technol-
ogy and the technology industry. Innovation does indeed occur in computer science, 
engineering, and business, but innovation is also very much present in the work of 
the philosopher, critical theorist, and sociologist. Innovation can be fostered in maker 
spaces and visualization labs, but also in information literacy instruction and special 
collections. Innovation may result in patents and start-ups, but also in poems and prose. 
At the University of Nevada—Reno, the library provides a maker space not simply to 
prototype new inventions, but also to visualize abstract mathematical concepts and 
to engage students in learning in a new way.16 If we focus on business spin-offs as the 
primary measure of academic innovation, we ignore the basic fact that the overarching 
mission of academic libraries, and academia in general, is not to emulate or stimulate 
commerce, but to foster learning and understanding. 

The second way in which a broader definition of innovation is required can be seen 
in the profession of librarianship itself. It is easy to argue that innovation is not the 
job of librarians if innovation is defined in the narrow worldview of Silicon Valley. 
There is nothing fundamental to librarianship that tasks a librarian with developing 
a new app, but it is the job of every librarian to make positive change in his or her 
institution and for those with whom he or she works. Librarianship is a growing and 
changing profession that seeks out the best way to accomplish a task, and often does 
so by adapting the work of others across disciplines and from other fields. Innovation 
happens in librarianship precisely on the margins where our work touches upon the 
work of our students and our colleagues (including our colleagues in other types of 
libraries), and not only on the margin marked by new technology.

This is not unique to librarians. The academic context itself is one of building and 
diffusing new knowledge in society. Faculty and students have a special status in our 
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society because their primary mission is finding new ways of understanding how to 
make a positive change in the world. That may happen in the classroom, a particle 
collider, a studio, or an office. Innovation is the core business of all of academia, and if 
we too narrowly define innovation according to one model—one developed as part of 
commercial pressures from the technology industry—so, too, do we narrow the scope 
of academia, and slide ever closer to a corporate model of the college, the university, 
and the library.

College & Research Libraries has provided a venue for many studies of innovation 
in academic libraries, both in terms of the application of new technologies to library 
practice and in terms of the expansion of academic library services into new areas that 
support the changing landscape of higher education. The attention given by senior 
academic administrators to innovation and the emergence of an array of new rankings 
in this area suggest that academic libraries will be regularly asked to demonstrate their 
contributions to the innovation agenda. Our libraries and our communities will be 
better served if we are able to articulate our contributions to that agenda in a manner 
consistent with our professional values and the distinctive character of our libraries and 
institutions. Just as ACRL launched a new approach to how we study and articulate 
the “value” of the academic library to the higher education enterprise, we think the 
time is right for a similar, and equally inclusive, approach to the study of “innovation.” 

Scott Walter
DePaul University

R. David Lankes
Syracuse University
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