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Embedding an LIS School
within the University and Society

Leigh Estabrook
(University of Illinois at Urbana—Champaign)

Abstract This paper explores strategic internal changes of the U.S. LIS schools during the past 15 years
with examples drawn from the Graduate School of Library and Information Science at the University of Illinois.
In 1985 almost all United States universities seemed to view their LIS schools as marginal to the University mis-
sion——a pattern consistent with the findings of Marion Paris. External developments in communication and com-
puting technologies, with increased focus on managing the information content supported by these technologies
have changed public perceptions about the value of library and information science knowledge. Cross-disciplinary
research and teaching, community outreach and other initiatives improve LIS schools’ visibility and embedded-
ness in their universities. At the same time attention to quality and promoting university recognition of quality
have increased their status.

Keywords Library and information science Education Quality

Introduction

By the mid-1980s library and information science (LLIS) education in the United States felt
itself under siege, as many of the most prestigious schools had been closed or were under review
and threatened with being closed included Case Western, the University of Chicago and
Columbia University. No school felt safe and indeed, probably none at that time was. Our un-
derstanding of why schools of library and information science were not being supported by their
universities was most clearly elucidated by Marion Paris in her dissertation, turned book enti-

(1) Paris’s case studies of 4 schools that were

tled Library school closings: four case studies
closed revealed: (1) their relative isolation from the universities of which they were a part, (2)
an inability of the LIS administrators to articulate the value of their programs to the universities
and society, (3) a sense that the schools were encroaching on the “pedagogical territory” of
other units, and (4) poor evaluations of the LIS programs by external bodies. She concluded
that “library education programs that survive will share two attributes: imaginative, diplomatic
leadership and a strong mission, or ‘sense of self.’” [!]

This paper examines the ways in which schools of LIS education in the United States

L
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have, since the mid-1980s, sought to embed themselves into the fabric of their universities and
become more fully members of the academic community. With apologies for certain parochia-
lism, I will draw heavily from examples of changes at the University of Illinois. I do this in
part because it is a situation with which I am most familiar, having been dean since January of
1986. I also do so because the strategy at Illinois has been somewhat different from other
schools and also because the University is one of the major research universities in the country.
The University continually evaluates its schools and departments with the result that I think
often about how to make my LIS school indispensable to the institution. A number of times
campus leaders’ comment on our school being ranked first by the U.S. News and World Report
is almost frightening, particularly when we know how fragile perceptual rankings can be.

The University of Illinois in 1985 was similar to many of its peer institutions: relatively
isolated from the rest of the University and questioned by its university colleagues. Early in my
deanship a former chancellor was quoted as saying about our school, “You may be one road ap-
ple (i.e., horse dung), but you are still a road apple.” To him the peer rankings that placed
our school among the top LIS schools meant little since he perceived no value in library and in-
formation science as a field. The challenge then was to change university perceptions about both
the field of library and information science and about the school.

Changing perceptions of library and information science, both on our campuses and in the
larger environment, has been the easiest task for LIS faculty and administrators, although it
has cost significant effort. Particularly the Internet and the World Wide Web, have become
major forces in the economy, individuals who work with those technologies and make them
more useful have gained in prestige. People like Robert Taylor, Fred Kilgour and Forrest W.
(Woody) Horton recognized by the 1970s the convergence between librarians’ skills and
management of new technologies. From then until the early 1990s, librarians and information
scientists presciently spoke of the importance of their knowledge to the application of a comput-
er. It wasn’t however, until computing technologies expanded significantly into information
technologies, and particularly the development of the Internet and World Wide Web that the
role of librarians became widely recognized cutside the field. The first National Science Founda-
tion Digital Library Initiative provided a significant boost to our field by linking the concept of
libraries to digital content. Subsequently, the growth of the Web, with its need for information
architecture, information design and content building has hastened the demand for individuals
educated with the classic skills of librarians in organizing and retrieving information. One
colleague recently commented, who would have ever thought that “cataloging” would become a
growth industry?

The responses to social and technological changes of LIS schools in the United States have
varied. Syracuse University was the earliest adopter of a broader mission, becoming the School
of Information Studies over 30 years ago. A few schools, like Pittsburgh and Drexel, also took
early leadership in expanding their programs to embrace a focus on technology, expanding their
offerings and degrees in areas such as telecommunications, information science and information

v 2 .
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technology. As other schools have transformed themselves, some have focussed more on users,
others on aspects of communications studies or educational technologv, yet others on informa-
tion management in some form. In recent years, LIS schools have become increasingly different
one from another as they have built on the strengths of their own faculty and those of the wider
unmiversity of which they are a part. These differences reflect the unique circumstances of each
institution; the relative strengths and passions of the LIS faculty and administration, the
strengths and weaknesses of each university, and the financial and political position of the
schools and universities. At Illinois, for example, a new budgeting system returns all graduate
tuition dollars to the School, allowing significant control over our resources. This is a benefit.
but also entails risks should the number of students decline. For now, our Computer Science
Department and Business School have too many students, so there has been little battle for turf
as we increased the number of courses in information science and technology. At the same
time, the College of Communication has eagerly sought a partnership with us so they could
claim some involvement in “information technology.” Our undergraduates who minored in “in-
formation studies” are based on our School, but it is “in collaboration with the College of Com-
munication” —an important symbolic and political decision.

Let us turn then at what schools have done to embed themselves in their universities.
Colleges and universities in the United States assess academic programs on three essential crite-
ria: their quality, their centrality to the mission and work of the university, and the level de-
mand for their program—both in recruiting students, and in placing them in jobs after gradua-
tion. (Some institutions, particularly those in which cost or revenue of LIS represents a signifi-

cant portion of the college or university budget-look at a fourth criteria, cost.)
Quality

There are some differences among colleges and universities in how they measure quality.
Some large research universities have frequently questioned hosting LIS schools within their vy
walls. At this time, the primary indicator is the quality of faculty research. At schools based on
liberal arts colleges and “second tier” universities, teaching quality may be most important
(although all the U.S. colleges and universities seem to be increasing their emphasis on faculty
research) .

Disciplines vary in how they do research—an historian, for example, will depend on
archival records and libraries and will tend to publish in books or journals; a physicist will do
experiments in a lab and depend on pre-prints for communication with his or her colleagues. As
a multidisciplinary field, scholars in library and information science may differ in the way they
conduct research and how they transmit their findings. This is often a challenge as we evaluate
our colleagues within our schools or make cases for promotion and tenure in the wider universi-
ties. In the end, faculty in LIS schools must expect to be evaluared exactly as their disciplinary
colleagues who are in other departments: on the quality of teaching, research and service of

each faculty member.
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Evaluation of faculty research will include some combination of the following:

(1) Level of outside funding to support research;

(2) Ciations by others to the scholar’s work;

(3) Rankings of the school or department in average numbers of publications or numbers
of citations;

(4) Awards for research received by faculty from outside bodies;

(5) Productivity as measured by the number of publications;

(6) Membership in national academies or other honorary societies.

For many years, LIS researchers tended to conduct their research as isolated endeavors and
were driven primarily by opportunistic interests. By that I mean that LIS research often
focussed on problems for which there was funding or which interested the faculty member at
that time. Few faculty in LIS in the 1980s and before were building a body of cumulative re-
search, the findings of which were significant to other scholars and helpful to a deep under-
standing of a problem. This has changed in important ways. One of the most important ways in
which LIS schools have embedded themselves more fully in their academic institutions is by
their faculty—as individuals and collectively—meeting the university expectations, as listed
above. We can now find LIS scholars with a series of connected research projects and significant
publication of findings that distinguish them as experts. We find small groups of LIS scholars
who are working together 1o solve large problems. They identify themselves as a community
and build on one another’s work in deliberate ways. And they are tackling problems that are
recognized by outsiders as important and worthy of significant funding. LIS schools have been
recipients of large national grants. These have made a difference in the problems we can solve.
It has also had an impact on how we are viewed within our universities.

At Illinois, it was important at the university level that our school received grants from the
Institute of Museum and Library Services, Department of Commerce, Fund for the
Improvement of Post-secondary Education and National Science Foundation programs including
the DLI(Digital Library Initiative), KDI (Knowledge and Distributed Information) and ITR
(Information Technology Research). The grants signify to the University that outside peer re-
viewers think well of the quality of the research our faculty conducts. Most of these grants in-
volved collaboration with other departments on campus or even segments of the local community
and they also funded graduate students—two other important aspects of how we are perceived
by our university.

The university administrators also pay attention to studies that rank impact of the school as
measured by citations to our faculty members® works and level of productivity. It has been
important for me to nominate our faculty for various university and national awards—so that
having a GSLIS faculty member at the annual Celebration of Academic Excellence or receiving
one of the ALISE awards is an important goal. Obviously, we won’ t succeed every time—
many other LIS schools are striving for the same level of excellence and recognition, but we
attend to this systematically in ways few of us did 20 years ago. It has also been important to
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