Building a Serials Collection
in an Academic Library:

Joline R. Ezzell

One observation about building a serials col-
lection in an academic library that can imme-
diately be made is that it is a very difficult task. Or
to be more precise, it is difficult unless the library
has enough financial support to purchase all the
serials that are wanted and needed for the collec-
tion. In view of the number of titles published
worldwide and the costs of these titles, are there
any academic libraries so endowed today? Assum-
ing that there are not, all of them will find them-
selves having to choose between title A requested
to support academic department X and title B
recommended to enhance a course taught in
department Y. These are tough choices that must
be made on other than a subjective basis and that
must be justified.

Part of the difficulty of selecting serials for
the collection stems from the very nature of these
publications. They are ongoing and so is the
commitment made when a decision to subscribe
is reached. When new serials are added to the
collection, the length of the list of titles on sub-
seription increases as does the amount of money
expended for them. Without regular review and
evaluation of the serials collection, resulting in
cancellation of titles deemed no longer necessary
to the institution’s objectives, the expanding
serials budget can result in reduced funds avail-
able for the purchase of monographs. Each
library should have such a program of regular
evaluation of its serials on subscription, to judge
Whether they remain useful to the institution’s
courses of instruction. If the initial selection has
been made without the benefit of a sample issue,
{such examination is even more important. Many
Journals change title, issuing body, frequency, or
subject matter over time; some do it within the
first year, so that volume 1, no. 4, may be quite
different from volume 1, no. 1, which was the
basis for the decision to subscribe. In many aca-
demic libraries, the subscription continues auto-
matically, despite both these changes and a
Steady increase in the subscription price; titles
continue to be received and housed when they
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may no longer be appropriate for the collection.
Evaluation of the serials collection often comes
only when forced by budget restrictions that
necessitate the identification of titles for cancella-
tion in order to buy new serial titles or mono-
graphs.

Building the serials collection is hard work,
then, because of the decisions that have to be
made and because, in most cases, of their lasting
impact. The task may be more difficult because of
the lack of a sufficient number of knowledgeable
personnel to select materials from all disciplines
in which classes are taught and research is done.
Collection development, in the strict sense of the
phrase, may be a myth in many libraries. For
those that have had neither collection develop-
ment staff adequate to select materials consist-
ently in all subject areas over the life of the library
nor written collection development policies and
guidelines, the serials collection may be a product
of the particular interests of the selectors, be they
faculty or staff. The quantity, as well as the qual-
ity, of the serials collection in any particular dis-
cipline will be a result, in large measure, of the
interest or disinterest of the selectors.

Faculty Selection

In past years, much of the collection devel-
opment in academic libraries was done by faculty
members, who took great interest in this activity
and conscientiously built the library’s collection in
their subject areas. The majority of the present
generation of faculty, however, do not consider
the selection of library materials to be their
responsibility and find themselves too busy with
other duties to recommend materials for library
purchase on a regular basis. Their selection is
limited to an occasional title needed for course
reserves or their own research. The responsibility
for collection building, then, becomes the library’s.
In many institutions where selection of materials
was primarily an activity of the faculty, library
staffing is not sufficient ot take on this extra duty.
Staff time borrowed from the reference, circula-
tion, or cataloging departments is likely to be
inadequate for consistent, thorough collection
building. A knowledgeable, thoroughly trained
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staff sufficient in numbers is required for this
most important task. Identification and selection
of serial titles is time-consuming and requires
staff members the majority of whose time is dedi-
cated to collection development activities. The
selection, optimally, should be done by those who
have taken the time to gain a feel for the total
library collection—its strengths and weaknesses
and its special collections.

Identification of new serial titles requires
good communication with serial publishers who
will be willing to send announcements of new
journals in the library’s fields of interest as well as
sample copies. It requires reading the library

Serials are ongoing and so is
the commitment made when a
decision to subscribe is reached.

literature, which frequently carries announce-
ments of forthcoming publications, and the litera-
ture in the subject area for similar information.
Interested faculty can also be helpful in alerting
the library to new journals that they have learned
about through colleagues who are serving as edi-
tors or authors. Though sources of reviews of new
journals are few, they can be helpful as well.
Assuming that provisions can be made for
the recommendation of serial titles to be added to
the collection, where does the final decision-mak-
ing responsibility lie? Is everything that is recom-
mended ordered? Most likely not, unless the
library is extremely well endowed. Because of the
ongoing commitment made when a serial sub-
scription is placed, review of recommended titles
is usually more rigorous than that given to
recommended monographs. There are a variety of
options for making final decisions. Recommenda-
tions of faculty may be accepted automatically,
whereas those of library staff may be reviewed.
Final decisions may be made by one or more col-
lection development officers, by a committee of
library staff, or by a committee composed of
library staff, students, and faculty. Whatever the
mode chosen, the goal must be to provide a serials
collection that supports the teaching and re-
search needs of the academic institution—easy to
say but much more difficult to effect when faced
with decisions to be made about individual titles.

Questions

Some of the questions that each person
charged with the responsibility of selecting from
among recommended serial titles must answer
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are the following: Does the library collect mate-
rials of this type of in this subject area (e.g., news-
letters, Oriental music)? To what extent does it
collect them? Will this title help to provide bal-
ance of opinions on this topic? Are there existing
cooperative collection development agreements
with other libraries that will affect this decision?
Do we receive other serials on this subject that
could be cancelled in exchange for this one? What
is the quality of this title in relation to the others
dealing with the same subject? What is the actual
use of the other library titles on this subject? Does
the college or university plan to develop a pro-
gram of instruction in this subject area? Does the
college or university plan to reduce the enroll-
ment in this discipline? What courses would this
title support? How many titles of this type (e.g,
regional literary magazines) are needed in the col-
lection? How many, and which, recreational mag-
azines are needed in the periodical collection?
Where is the journal indexed? Should the serial be
retained permanently? Can the issues be bound,
or are they made of newsprint? Should they be
retained in paper copy and bound? Is microform
available? Should the title be retained perma-
nently only on microform? If it is published in a
foreign country, should air mail delivery be
requested? :

The basic determination to be made through
the posing of these questions is the value of a
particular serial in relation to its cost, the other
serials to which the library subscribes, and the
institution’s programs of instruction. Some of the
questions may be answered in written, regularly

Collection development, in the
strict sense of the phrase, may
be a myth in many libraries.

updated collection development policies. Those
concerning the plans of the institution can be
answered through good communication with the
college or university administration. Questions of
the title's usefulness to particular academic
departments can be answered through consulta-
tion with faculty members, who are usually quite
willing to provide advice concerning specific
serials even when they are not able to do selection
themselves. Having an active library representa-
tive in each teaching department can be quite
useful in this regard.

Some librarians have predicted that the
serial as known today will not exist in the future.!
They believe that journals will be published only



electronically. Those librarians who now focus
their attention on building serial collections will
instead in the future assist patrons in searching
electronic databases for needed information, ac-
cording to this scenario. One writer predicted in
1980 that it would be at least five years before
there was any major shift from printed to elec-
tronic journals.? Considering the progress made to
date and the many questions remaining to be
answered about electronic journal publishing

Staff time borrowed from the
reference, circulation, or cata-
loging departments is likely to
be inadequate for consistent,
thorough collection building.

(copyright; rewards, both tangible and intangible,
to authors: and standards for telecommunica-
tion), it is likely to be at least another five years
before such a shift is made and unlikely that all
serials will be published electronically. In the
meantime, even as we plan for the utilization of
electronic journals in academic libraries, we will
continue to build serial collections. Consequently,
we will continue to need individuals with good
judgment, who are knowledgeable in the subjects
in which they select, familiar with the existing col-
lection, and alert to new or revised institutional
programs. Serving as the foundation to this entire
process is a comprehensive, frequently revised
collection development policy.
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_ North Carolina Libraries seeks to publish articles, book
reviews, and news of professional interest to librarians in
North Carolina, Articles need not be of a scholarly nature,
but they should address professional concerns of the library
community in the state.

2. Manuscripts should be directed to Robert Burgin, Editor,
North Carolina Libraries, School of Library Science, N.C.
Central University, Durham, N.C. 27707.

3. Manuscripts should be submitted in triplicate on plain white
paper measuring 84"x11%,

4. Manuscripts must be double-spaced (text, references, and
footnotes ), Manuscripts should be typed on sixty-space lines,
twenty-five lines to a page, The beginnings of paragraphs
should be indented eight spaces. Lengthy quotes should be
avoided. When used, they should be indented on both
margins.

. The name, position, and professional address of the author
should appear in the bottom left-hand corner of a separate
title page.

. Each page after the first should be numbered consecutively
at the top right-hand corner and carry the author's last
name at the upper left-hand corner.

7. Footnotes should appear at the end of the manuscript. The
editors will refer to The Chicago Manual of Style, 13th edi-
tion. The basic forms for books and journals are as follows:

Keyes Metcall, Planning Academic an d Research Library
Buildings New York: McGraw, 1965), 416.

Susan K. Martin, “The Care and Feeding of the MARC
Format, "American Libraries 10 (September 1 979): 498,

8. Photographs will be accepted for consideration but cannot
be returned.

a. North Carolina Libraries is not copyrighted. Copyright rests
with the author. Upon receipt, a manuscript will be acknowl-
edged by the editor. Following review of a manuscript by at
least two jurors, a decision will be communicated to the writ-
er. A definite publication date cannot be given since any
incoming manuseript will be added toa manuscript from
which articles are selected for each issue.

Issue deadlines are February 10, May 10, August 10, and
November 10.
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