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“The nature of oratory is such that 
there has always been a tendency 
among politicians and clergymen to 
oversimplify complex issues. From 
a pulpit or a platform even the most 
conscientious of speakers finds it 
very difficult to tell the whole truth.1

~ Aldous Huxley 
Brave New World Revisited (1958)

To Huxley’s famous list of those 
prone to oversimplification given an ap-
propriate platform, I fear we must add 
the occasional academic administrator 
wishing to solve a complex problem of 
human resource management and the 
journalist looking for a lead. These last 
two appeared as central characters in the 
most recent debate over faculty status for 
academic librarians, which played out 
last month around an article published 
in The Chronicle of Higher Education re-
garding the decision to eliminate faculty 
appointments for new librarians at the 
University of Virginia and a proposal to 
“revoke” faculty status from librarians at 
East Carolina University.2 

In describing the rationale behind these 
efforts, Karin Wittenborg, University Li-
brarian at Virginia, noted that “libraries 
are in a time of dramatic and continuing 
change,” and Maureen Sullivan, the 
American Library Association President 
also serving as an organizational-de-
velopment consultant to East Carolina, 
reminded Chronicle readers that “there is 
a difference between the work and role 
of the teaching faculty… and the work 
and role of librarians.”3 Few would ar-
gue against either of these assertions, I 
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imagine, but it is unclear how 
either is related to the issue of faculty 
status for academic librarians, an issue 
that has been taken up many times in the 
pages of this journal.4

As Coker, vanDuinkerken, and Bales 
noted in our most recent entry into this 
discussion, the issue of the librarian’s 
role and status has been debated in the 
academy and in the profession for more 
than a century.5 As anyone reading their 
argument must conclude, the question of 
faculty status for librarians (whether with 
or without provisions for the awarding of 
tenure) is a complicated one. Arguments 
for faculty status have been made on the 
basis of concerns for intellectual freedom, 
of the librarian’s role in building collec-
tions and designing services that pro-
mote and support the teaching, learning, 
research, and service components of the 
academic mission, and of the direct con-
tributions made to teaching and research 
by librarians. Arguments against faculty 
status have noted that the “terminal de-
gree” recognized for faculty appointment 
as an academic librarian is at the Master’s 
level, rather than the doctoral, that many 
librarians do not receive in-depth training 
in teaching or research methods as part of 
their initial, professional education, and 
that the commitment by librarians of time 
for research and university service takes 
away from time that might otherwise 
be dedicated to the direct provision of 
library services. Many of these themes 
are repeated in the recent article in the 
Chronicle, but, in an argument more nu-
anced and well informed by the study 
of the history of our profession than the 
one found there, Coker, et al. remind 
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their readers that the librarian’s is not the 
only academic role that has experienced 
“dramatic and continuing change” in 
recent years.

The changes shaking the foundations 
of the academic professions more broadly 
are described, for example, by Altbach, 
who notes the “complex historical de-
velopment” of the academic professions, 
as well as the ways in which the roles, 
responsibilities, and composition of 
those professions have changed in the 
post-World War II period.6 Faculty of all 
stripes, he argues, face “harsh realities” 
in the 21st century rising from economic 
challenges, new demands for accountabil-
ity, increased competition from for-profit 
providers, and “an unprecedented tech-
nological revolution” (all being issues that 
are very familiar to academic librarians, 
whatever their status).7 Looking at faculty 
issues more broadly, Schuster and Fin-
kelstein conclude that “American higher 
education and the academic profession 
that serve it are on the edge of an unprec-
edented restructuring that is changing the 
face…of higher learning.”8 If one accepts 
Wittenborg’s argument that changes in the 
nature of library work are best addressed 
through a change in librarian status, does 
it follow that similarly dramatic changes 
in the nature of how teaching, learning, 
and research are conducted must have im-
plications for faculty status more broadly? 
Perhaps it does, as another recent essay in 
the Chronicle opens by proclaiming “the 
death of tenure.”9 

Altbach, Schuster, and Finkelstein are 
only a few among many who have ex-
plored the increasing diversity of faculty 
appointments, as well as the conversion of 
historically tenure-system positions into 
“contingent” positions.10 Kezar provides a 
series of case studies demonstrating how 
diverse and complex the composition of 
the faculty has become and the ways in 
which organizational cultures and insti-
tutional policies must change in order to 
better reflect the roles, responsibilities, 
and contributions made by the members 
of what is often referred to as the “new 

faculty majority.”11 Many of the argu-
ments presented for or against faculty 
status for librarians, including Sullivan’s 
reminder that the work of librarians and 
the work of teaching faculty is “differ-
ent,“ appear to assume a unified model 
of faculty work that simply does not 
exist anymore (if it ever did). Schuster 
and Finkelstein, describing the “remark-
able heterogeneity of faculty types and 
experiences,” conclude that “[this] mul-
tihued palette of academic professionals 
and their work is the very essence of 
contemporary higher education.”12 In an 
academic world that affords us such a 
broad spectrum of colors with which to 
work, it is unfortunate that so many of our 
discussions of librarian status are painted 
in black and white.

Recognizing this multihued palette 
of academic librarianship need not 
automatically lead to an argument for 
removing faculty status from librarians 
any more than recognizing those same 
forces across the academy must result 
in a call to eliminate tenure-system ap-
pointments, as a whole. To suggest that it 
must is to propose too simple a solution 
to a complex and emergent problem. 
Consider, for example, the University 
Library at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign, which has long 
been considered one of the strongest 
bastions of faculty status for academic 
librarians. The library faculty at Illinois is 
composed of members holding only the 
M.L.S. degree (or equivalent), members 
holding both the M.L.S. degree and an 
advanced degree in a subject discipline or 
professional field, and members holding 
advanced degrees in a subject discipline 
or professional field without holding the 
M.L.S. degree. The staff at Illinois also 
includes academic professionals who are 
not members of the faculty, but who con-
tribute directly to research and practice 
in the library. Over the past decade, the 
composition of this library’s professional 
complement has become more complex 
as the nature of academic library work 
has changed; an evolution reflecting what 



the Association of Research Libraries 
has called “new roles for new times.”13 
As importantly, Illinois has embraced a 
broader range of academic professions as 
contributing to the core missions of the 
library and the University, which has led 
to a stronger and more diverse profes-
sional ecosystem at Illinois even as the 
commitment to the role of the librarian 
as faculty member has remained intact.14 
Illinois, like Virginia, recognizes that li-
braries are in the midst of great change, 
but its response has been to engage the 
issues in all their complexity, rather than 
to suggest that they may be addressed 
by simply eliminating faculty status for 
librarians. 

For almost 75 years, College & Research 
Libraries has demonstrated the scholarly 
approach to their work taken by academic 
librarians at a range of institutions of 
higher education, including those that 
recognize their librarians as members of 
the faculty and those that do not. With 
the entire corpus of C&RL research now 

freely available through our Web site, I 
invite our colleagues to more fully con-
sider the issue of faculty status through 
the many studies we have published. 
Interested readers may also consider 
upcoming articles available as pre-prints, 
including Fleming-May and Douglass’, 
“Framing Librarianship in the Academy,” 
which is scheduled for publication in May 
2014.15 Finally, I encourage our authors 
planning their next research projects to 
consider the issue of faculty status for 
librarians within the broader context of 
the “harsh realities” facing all members 
of the faculty today.  

These are important questions, but 
they are not simple ones. These are im-
portant issues, and their relevance is not 
limited to librarians. The Chronicle and 
its readers among our colleagues, our 
association leaders, and our campus lead-
ers should recognize this. It is our job as 
librarians and as scholarly practitioners 
(with or without faculty status) to make 
sure that they do.

Scott Walter
DePaul University
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