Getting Our Ducks in a Row:

Research and North Carolina’s Libraries

Kenneth D. Shearer

Let's not speak any longer of the research
“arm” of librarianship. Arm is the wrong part of
the anatomy. Research is more like the cerebrum
of a profession. It must help govern professional
behavior and be linked to its eyes and ears.

One recent illustration of how research ought
to relate to the profession will get us started. The
beginning salaries of public librarians in the state
have been believed to be a problem for many
years. But how large a problem? How widespread?
Without the detailed, objective data possible only
from survey research, there was no way to
address the problem,

Recognizing the need for information, the
North Carolina Public Library Directors Associa-
tion asked its Personnel Committee to look into
the matter. A survey was conducted by Caldwell
County Public Library Director, Jim McKee.* The
precise extent and degree of the problem was
ascertained and was made available to Jane Wil-
liams, State Librarian, who shared it with the
Secretary of Cultural Resources, Patric Dorsey.
The matter has been reviewed by key state offi-
cials. The outcome is a policy that salaries for
newly hired professional librarians working in a
public library system getting state aid for person-
nel must meet a minimum figure.

In this instance, the right question was
pursued in an appropriate manner and passed on
promptly to the decision-makers who acted effec-
tively, based on the research findings. Everything
seems to have happened as it should: research
took place within a framework that related to
action.

How can North Carolina library science edu-
cation, North Carolina library practice, and North
Carolina library institutions be brought together
S0 as to make “everything happen as it should”
more often? Before we can begin to see the way,
let us inventory the resources for research today.
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The state library, the North Carolina Depart-
ment of Public Instruction, the North Carolina
Library Association and many individual libraries
are involved in research, most often by relating
relevant research results to practice and inter-
preting these results to constituent publics. The
state library sponsors publications of research
results which it identifies as of special relevance
to its state-mandated missions. It also sponsors
public librarian/public library trustee workshops
annually to, in part, acquaint those responsible
for the state’s public libraries with important
research developments. This work is carried out,
as well, through state library consultants bringing
expertise directly to libraries in the state and via
planned workshops for staff members. Its role in
disseminating research results of interest, along
with other continuing educational purposes, is
furthered by its involvement in the serial publica-
tions, Flash and Tar Heel Libraries.

Playing a role with regard to school media
centers similar to that played by the State Library
with regard to public libraries, the Department of
Public Instruction provides oversight and plans
for coordinated growth and development. These
two state agencies provide regular surveys of the
state’s libraries, resulting in reports of basic sta-
tistics on the various types of libraries in the state.
The state library publishes annual statistics on
academic, public, and special libraries; the Depart-
ment of Public Instruction makes information
concerning the school media centers available on
demand from its computerized data bank. Indi-
vidual public libraries were required by the State
Library during the late 1970's to conduct research
on community characteristics, local information
needs, and library responses to these community
needs.? Several university libraries in North Caro-
lina hold membership in the Association of
Research Libraries, thereby joining the sponsor-
ship of research activities which benefit them. An
even larger number of North Carolina libraries
have membership in SOLINET, which charges fees
to carry out research for the network. One public
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library in the state has joined a national group in
order to sponsor and take part in research into
public library problems.

The North Carolina Library Association dis-
seminates research through its continuing educa-
tion efforts, including both publications and
biennial conferences. Its journal, North Carolina
Libraries, is an outlet for much substantive
research with special reference to North Caroli-
na's libraries. A look through its tables of contents
reveals research findings published by practicing
librarians and students and faculty members of
the state’s postsecondary programs of library and
information science education. Occasionally, is-
sues of North Carolina Libraries have multiple
authors who have been asked to contribute
planned, coordinated research findings.®

Notwithstanding all the other contributions
to research on North Carolina libraries, most of
the research efforts undoubtedly are related to
the five graduate library and information science
education programs, all of which are constituent
parts of the sixteen member University of North
Carolina System: at Appalachian State University;
at East Carolina University; at North Carolina
Central University; at the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill; and at the University of
North Carolina at Greensboro. Two of these pro-
grams require a research-based paper as a
requirement for the Master’s degree (NCCU and
UNC-CH) and the Master’s paper requirement at
UNC-G may be, and normally is, research-based.
Appalachian State University requires a research
proposal (in conjunction with its required course
in research methods) and East Carolina Univer-
sity requires both a research methods course with
a proposal and an independent study course
which carries the proposal through another step.
All five programs, therefore, require students to
become more than merely acquainted with
research methods and prepare them either to
undertake research on their own or actually
enforce their creation of such a report.

... research cannot be an arm
of the profession; it must be
part of its brain.

The doctorate is held by a large majority of
the faculty members employed full-time in these
programs. UNC-CH offers a doctoral program.
Faculty members are expected to conduct re-
search and publish their results. A retired faculty
member, Lester Asheim, and a faculty member
currently teaching in North Carolina, Ray Car-
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penter, were recently cited as being among the
most productive researchers in the United States.®
The research reports on state issues, often in
abbreviated form, of many Master’s students are
published in state publications sponsored by the
state library and the North Carolina Library
Association, as indicated above. Others find their
way into regional and national publications.” Fif-
teen years ago, an effort was made to provide
greater visibility to the historical research done
on North Carolina’s libraries by publishing a bibli-
ography of it in the Journal of Library History.?
The largest source of research in that biblio-
graphy is the result of Master’s students’ work.

Given the resources available, the gquantity
and quality of research on North Carolina librar-
ies is remarkable; however, there has been very
little coherent planning of research in North
Carolina for the conscious, systematic improve-
ment of the state’s library and information servi-
ces, short of the regular statistical surveys and
information gathering of the state library and the
N.C. Department of Public Instruction, already
mentioned. Coherent, consistent statewide re-
search efforts regularly pursued and reported in
Illinois Libraries, as a notable example, is not yet
the Tar Heel pattern.?

Although coherent, consistent statewide re-
search efforts are not yet established, a recent
development is worth recounting in order to sug-
gest what should be done more often. It points the
way to making the research efforts result in bene-
ficial differences in library affairs in North Caro-
lina. Concern over the adequacy of continuing
library education (CLE) of library staff members
led to a systematic, statewide assessment of exist-
ing CLE efforts and needs. The study was sup-
ported by the state library using federal Library
Services and Construction Act funding.!° The pro-
viders of CLE were found to be, by and large, the
same agencies and energies that have already
been identified as providers of research on North
Carolina’s libraries. The consumers are those
responsible for the provision of library and infor-
mation services in North Carolina, including pub-
lic library trustees. Both groups were carefully
surveyed so that findings could lead to sound
conclusions. Two thirds of CLE was found to be
provided by post-secondary educational institu-
tions, most of it aimed only at the professional
staff members.!!

The researchers found that support staff was
much less likely to have had CLE than profes-
sional staff members. Furthermore, employees
and supervisors are the people who are most
effective in bringing CLE information to the atten-



tion of staff members. Finally, consumers of CLE
found it often to have lacked relevance to their
particular responsibilities and settings.’? The
most important discovery was that the CLE
opportunities offered were very often different
from what was needed and that, ideally, ‘future
developments of continwing library education
would be characterized by direct planning inter-
action between the consumers of an educational
opportunity and its providers’ (emphasis given
by the original authors).1?

... there has been very little
coherent planning of research
in North Carolina for the con-
scious, systematic improve-
ment of the state’s library and
information services ...

Benjamin Speller, Dean, School of Library
and Information Sciences, North Carolina Central
University, participated in this study as a member
of the advisory committee. He saw that the
research implied that a state-wide program for
continuing library education was needed. There-
fore, he proposed that such a program be tried
with (a) statewide input, (b) state library funding
and (c) its own staff."* Thus, the research report,
instead of remaining merely a convincing survey
with important implications, became an answer
to a major need of the continuing library educa-
tion of North Carolina staff members. The North
Carolina Library Staff Development program now
exists as a cooperative continuing education
effort of all five graduate programs of library and
information science. Someone followed through
on the findings. That follow-through is usually the
missing link in the process.

It is pleasing to see so much research con-
ducted in North Carolina on North Carolina’s
libraries. It is more pleasing that much of it is
published and is, therefore, accessible through
the indexing and abstracting services to the pro-
fession. Still more satisfying is the recent trend
toward cooperation among the state library, the
state’s librarians and its educators and research-
ers. Occasionally, at least, the research and devel-
opment energies at the professionals’ disposal
serve to advance the field's purposes in rather
direct ways, as in putting a floor under public
librarians’ beginning salaries and meeting the
state's CLE needs. More such systematic, planned
research efforts with the objective of carrying
through the conclusions and findings will bring

about greater effectiveness by the field in the
future.

The state’s resources to do the research work
are substantial, and the way to identify research
tasks and then to follow through to implement
conclusions has already been charted in recent,
persuasive examples.

We can get our ducks in a row. But to do so,
research cannot be an arm of the profession; it
must be part of its brain.
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