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The Theological Librarian’s Handbook is a multi-volume guide to the 

practice of theological librarianship. It is intended for use by library 

staff at theological and religious studies libraries who do not possess 

professional training in the field of library and information science. This 

handbook offers perspectives and advice from leading experts in the 

field and best practices from theological libraries all over the world.

This volume introduces the reader to collection 

development in theological libraries and answers these 

basic questions:

How does one understand one’s community in order to serve its 

information needs?

What are the principles of decision-making about resources? How are 

these expressed in a useful policy document?

How does commitment to diversity, equality, inclusion, and antiracism 

shape local collection practice?

How can collaborative strategies be used to provide access to 

reference collections, special collections, and electronic collections?
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i

Foreword

T he Theological Librarian’s Handbook is a multi-volume in-
troductory and concise guide to theological librarianship in-
tended for library staff who do not possess formal training in 

the field of library and information science, do not have access to 
it, or are unable to acquire it in a formal way. Such library staff can 
often be found in small and emerging theological libraries in the ma-
jority world, but also in church and monastery libraries in the West. 
They are mostly solo librarians with a degree in theology or similar 
degree in humanities who have been instructed in their job respon-
sibilities by another member of the institution or by an external pro-
fessional librarian.

This book series is a project of the International Theological Li- 
brarianship Education initiative (ITLE), an international effort by 
members of four theological library associations (Atla, ANZTLA, 
BETH, and ForAtl) created in 2018. The mission of ITLE is to strength-
en and connect theological and religious studies librarians world-
wide by identifying resources, creating educational opportunities, 
and developing skill enhancement materials through collaborative 
efforts. The idea to produce a book series on the practice of theologi-
cal librarianship came because of discussions within the task force 



ii Collection Development in Theological Libraries

about the state of theological librarianship world-wide and the un-
derstanding that many theological librarians are working in isola-
tion, without access to any form of professional training or support 
from colleagues.

There are many reasons these librarians do not have professional 
training today:

• no access—the absence of library science programs or li-
brary professionals in their working area, or, if a program 
is available, it is delivered in such a manner that a working 
librarian is unable to attend classes;

• too expensive—in many countries, a professional or mas-
ter’s degree in library science can be very expensive, and the 
theological librarians or their libraries cannot afford to pay 
for training;

• no legal status—in some countries, religious libraries do not 
have a clear and recognized status. They are not mentioned 
in any of the country’s laws and standards for libraries, nor 
do they have a section in their national library associations. 
Therefore, there is no overarching national institution or law 
that would require library staff in these libraries to have a 
professional degree. This is mostly the case with theological 
libraries belonging to religious communities;

• no organizations—the absence of professional theological li-
brary associations in a country or region that would organize 
theological library education workshops and seminars;

• no motivation—some institutions to which these libraries 
belong believe that professional training for work in a theo-
logical library is not necessary.

Because of all these reasons, members of ITLE decided to develop 
various freely accessible synchronous and asynchronous means of 
library education which will be offered to the international theolog-
ical library community. This handbook series is one of those means 
and is primarily addressed to librarians in smaller, more indepen-
dent libraries, which are not part of university libraries or systems. 
These would include libraries of seminaries, churches, institutes, etc. 
Librarians working in such libraries usually have more freedom 
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to implement their own policies and practices but may not be well 
equipped to formulate them. The handbook seeks to address the most 
important topics and challenges for their work and give advice on 
these matters.

This third volume in the handbook series explores why and how 
theological librarians build collections of resources. The first five 
chapters examine abiding principles that can guide the decisions li-
brarians make about the materials they select, with special emphasis 
on diversity, equity, inclusion, and antiracism. Often the guidelines 
for decision-making are expressed in a policy document, a basic tool 
mentioned often throughout the book. Authors in this first group of 
essays pay particular attention to how collection policy is decided, 
what the key components of that policy should be, and how the policy 
functions.

The next six chapters focus on emerging practices applied to 
developing particular types of collections in local settings, often us-
ing a case description to illustrate. Beginning with an overview of 
building a collection from the ground up, this section then explores 
collection assessment, reference collections, special collections, the 
impact of the pandemic on libraries’ uptake of electronic collections, 
and collaborative resource development. Each author strives to offer 
methods that are financially feasible for the intended readers of the 
handbook.

The international authors of these chapters are quite focused on 
the purpose of the theological library to serve its constituents with 
usable and accessible resources, as Jeremy Wallace phrases it in 
Chapter 1. Their common ethos of hospitable stewardship and ser-
vice abides even when libraries grapple with seismic shifts in their 
educational, financial, technological, religious, cultural, and polit-
ical contexts. The good news is that they understand the enduring 
wisdom of cooperation locally, regionally, and worldwide to meet 
those challenges.

We hope that this open access volume will provide guidance and 
a sense of community to its readers, whatever their library setting. 
We are each and all engaged in the noble work of understanding our 
communities in order to serve their information needs. We invite our 
readers to think along with us about how to fulfill our calling.

Matina Ćurić (series editor)  
Carisse Mickey Berryhill (volume editor)
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C H A P T E R  1

Creating a Useful, Accessible, & 
Connected Theological Library

JEREMY WALLACE

T his essay seeks to provide some guidance for developing a 
theological library when resources are few. The hope is that 
the principles outlined here will also be of benefit to those li-

braries where resources may be more plentiful. Earlier measures of 
the health of a library’s collection centered on its size, but a more 
helpful criterion today is the collection’s use. How is the collection 
supporting the research and curricular needs of its institution? Are 
researchers able to find what they need, regardless of the size of the 
library? A useful library does not need to be a large library, but it 
does need to be developed with its users, or researchers, in mind. The 
good news here is that endless resources are not necessary to create 
a functional and excellent theological library. The challenge is that a 
well-used theological library must be developed in such a way that it 
is indeed useful to its researchers. This involves providing access to 
foundational and authoritative resources and being aware of the par-
ticular research and curricular needs of the institution’s faculty and 
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students. Beyond use, two other criteria should be considered when 
developing a theological collection: access and partnerships. Access 
is important in many contexts but became especially pronounced 
during the pandemic when researchers were sometimes cut off even 
from their own institution’s physical library. Partnerships are help-
ful in providing additional avenues for access and for deferring the 
acquisition of materials that might not be needed in perpetuity by 
the home institution. By focusing on use, access, and partnerships, it 
should be possible to create a strong theological library, even when 
resources are limited.

A Useful Library

The ongoing development of a theological collection can take many 
different forms. Some libraries have seemingly limitless resourc-
es and are able to follow a just-in-case model of acquisition where 
books and other media are acquired before any request is made from 
the researcher. There, acquisitions anticipate future use. Popular 
methods for developing a just-in-case library collection are approval 
plans and standing orders. Few libraries can follow this model any-
more. Other libraries need to be more careful with their limited re-
sources and must follow a just-in-time model of acquisition where 
books or other media are acquired on the basis of requests from the 
researcher. There, acquisitions are generated by actual use. Such li-
braries are often reliant on borrowing material from other libraries 
or purchasing it promptly if possible. The just-in-case library is likely 
to be quite large and the just-in-time library small, but the size of the 
collection does not determine how good a collection is. For that, it is 
necessary to understand how any collection is used.

It is unlikely that readers are coming to this article looking for 
specific titles of books or other resources to add to their theological 
collections. Many theological collections have the same building 
blocks: scriptural commentaries; dictionaries, handbooks, and en-
cyclopedias; lexical and grammatical aids for the study of ancient 
languages; primary sources in the original languages and/or transla-
tion; and authoritative monographs. What exactly to purchase neces-
sarily involves the very important question of use. Who will be using 
these resources, and how? This will affect both resource selection 
and format preference.
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Perhaps the sharpest distinction is between research use and 
curricular use. The former involves supporting the pursuit of a high-
ly specialized topic with the end goal of adding something new to the 
scholarly record. The latter is closely tied to the instructional func-
tion of the institution. There, it is important to build a theological col-
lection that can support the pedagogical vision of the institution. Re-
search needs are often individual, meaning the resources will only 
need to be consulted once or by only one person. Curricular needs 
are often communal, meaning that many students will often be con-
sulting the same resources.

Research and curricular needs can be mapped often, but not al-
ways, to faculty and students respectively, because the information 
needs of theological faculty and students are generally defined by the 
expected output of their research. Faculty research tends to be done 
to prepare for courses or to produce scholarship for tenure or career 
progression (Wenderoth 2007; Cooper and Schonfeld 2017). Very lit-
tle research is done by faculty for the sole purpose of curiosity; pro-
motions, honors, and reputation are often dependent upon publish-
ing in the right journals and with the most prestigious publishers. 
For students, course syllabi and assignments usually define the scope 
of that research (Lincoln and Lincoln 2011). Students attempt to re-
search whatever is necessary to complete the assignment, and often 
only that.

Between the two, research needs are those that likely cannot be 
substituted. If a resource is needed for research, either that partic-
ular item will need to be found or its absence will be a gap in the 
research. For curricular needs, there may be a preference for a par-
ticular resource, but this, even with difficulty (and possibly great 
grumbling from the faculty member), can likely be replaced with a 
different reading.

The greatest challenge for developing a theological library is to 
support the research activity of its most demanding researchers. Fac-
ulty have been trained (rightly) that it is important to consult the 
relevant literature before making new authoritative claims in their 
fields. The good news, if it can be called that, is that faculty have av-
enues other than the library to support their research. Many faculty 
do their research from home, not at the library, as Wenderoth (2007, 
180) confirms: “No one, no one, no one goes to the seminary library 
to begin their research.” There appear to be three primary reasons 
why this is the case: a desire to avoid distractions, preferred discov-
ery behaviors, and personal collections and libraries. First, faculty 
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avoid going to the library in order to avoid running into students or 
other distractions. As Wenderoth observes, “The seminary library 
is a landmine strewn with pesky students” (179). Second, as already 
noted, the preferred entry into a research topic initially for faculty is 
not found at the library. Instead, they rely on their informal network 
of colleagues and other information sources (Gorman 1990; Michels 
2005; Wenderoth 2007; Penner 2009), or they search on the web, us-
ing some combination of sites like Google and Amazon (Wenderoth 
2007; Cooper and Schonfeld 2017). Finally, many faculty simply rely 
on their own personal collections and libraries, instead of the insti-
tutional library (Gorman 1990; Penner 2009; Cooper and Schonfeld 
2017). Personal collections are just as, if not more, important than 
institutional collections (Gorman 1990). Since research can be so 
specialized, some scholars may have better personal collections and 
libraries with respect to their topic than the library’s collections at 
their academic institutions. “Religious studies scholars develop sig-
nificant information collections over the course of their careers and 
these activities are generally unmediated by their institutions or in-
formational professionals” (Cooper and Schonfeld 2017, 37). Still, the 
library has an important role to play in helping faculty to locate and 
access materials that might otherwise be unavailable to them.

Contrary to the exacting research demands of faculty, most theo-
logical libraries can naturally support the curricular needs of the 
institution, or those resources can often be located without too much 
difficulty. The world tends to be awash in older commentaries, bibles, 
and authoritative monographs that can be used to support curricu-
lum. The challenges here are related to acquiring materials for inter-
disciplinary topics or new courses, where acquisitions beyond the 
typical collecting scope are required.

Library access to resources should not dictate research or curric-
ulum, but at times this is unavoidable, especially when hard-to-lo-
cate resources cannot be sourced in a fiscally responsible way. At oth-
er times, lack of access is also unforeseeable, as happened to many 
libraries starting in early 2020.

An Accessible Library

The pandemic disruptions and shutdowns made one thing very clear: 
collection development is also about access, or, at the very least, the 
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two are inextricably linked. What this looked like for many was that 
the library’s local print collection was inaccessible or, at least, access 
was limited for a time; ILL was suspended; partners who formerly 
provided reciprocal borrowing needed to focus on the safety of their 
own communities first; books were being published, but not shipped 
or cataloged; or, conversely, books were not being published. The 
somewhat free flow of information was suddenly interrupted. It is 
hard to imagine that many could have foreseen this disruption.

Much of this disruption was due to this fact: print still dominates 
the theological world, at least insofar as researcher preference and 
publication models are concerned. In general, theological faculty 
and students consistently show a preference for books over other in-
formation sources (Gorman 1990; Penned 2009; Lincoln and Lincoln 
2011; Gaba and Ganski 2011). “Theologians want books on shelves, 
and this has implications not only for how theological librarians 
function but also how strongly they lobby for improved acquisitions 
budgets for both current and retrospective collection development” 
(Gorman 1990, 155). Theological students are “quite book and print 
bound” (Penner 2009, 66). What the pandemic made evident is that 
even the local holdings of a library may not be fully utilized when 
access is restricted.

When it became more difficult to handle physical items during 
the pandemic, access to theological collections suffered, and so too 
did research possibilities and use. One thing that kept me up at night 
was thinking about all of the books, articles, dissertations, and other 
scholarly outputs that simply were not being advanced due to a lack 
of access to the necessary resources.

One of the easiest ways to pandemic-proof a collection is through 
the acquisition of digital resources. There are tremendous digital re-
sources available now to aid in the study of theology and its related 
disciplines. The most-used database at my institution is Atla Religion 
Database with Atla Serials Plus. This database provides easy search 
across a number of full text journals. Its distinguishing feature from 
other EBSCO databases is the ability to search using the Scriptures 
Index. It is hard to imagine a theological library that would not find 
this product to be useful. These Atla databases can also be made ac-
cessible to libraries in developing countries through subsidies or 
through the sponsorship of other institutions.

There are also growing digital initiatives that can provide access 
to theological content. Atla Digital Library, Theological Commons 
(Princeton Theological Seminary’s digital library), and the Digital 
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Theological Library are some examples among a crowded field. Other 
good news is that mass digitization is increasingly making both out-
of-copyright and even copyrighted material available for research-
ers. When print collections became inaccessible due to the pandemic, 
many libraries turned to HathiTrust to gain digital access to books 
they held in print. Internet Archive has also been a strong leader in 
making resources more widely available to anyone with an internet 
connection. If a resource is not available locally, it is important (and 
often rewarding) to check whether the resource has already been 
digitized and is available somewhere online. Beyond those men-
tioned above, Google Books and Amazon’s Look Inside feature can 
sometimes provide the needed window of information. There are 
countless other freely available resources online for finding materi-
al that might be useful to theological faculty and students.

A newer model used by libraries to leverage their legacy print col-
lections is controlled digital lending, the process of making a digital 
copy of a print book available on an owned-to-loaned ratio. This is es-
pecially useful for those books that have not been digitized and made 
accessible digitally to institutions by publishers or aggregate ven-
dors. Further good news is that CDL does not only benefit the library 
digitizing the copy. It is possible for libraries with fewer resources to 
take advantage of the digitalization done by other libraries to gain 
access to the needed information.

Another way of providing database access to certain individuals 
is through negotiating for alumni access. This often comes at an addi-
tional cost, but not always. It may be that faculty of an institution are 
able to gain access to additional electronic databases through their 
alma mater. This may be one more way that the research needs of 
theological faculty can be satisfied.

Finally, evidence-based acquisition models are especially useful 
because they provide access, generally, to a publisher’s full catalog 
of e-books for an up-front deposit amount that will then be applied 
to the perpetual purchase of resources at the end of the EBA period. 
This is a good way to use limited resources to acquire materials that 
have been used, based on analytics. What makes this model prefera-
ble over the earlier patron-driven acquisition or demand-driven ac-
quisition models is that the actual purchase decision is still made by 
the librarian who can think about how such a perpetual purchase 
would help to shape the collection for the future.

While this wealth of digital options is promising, and some will 
argue that it is possible to create a fully digital theological library 
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now, the publisher market just is not there yet. That the Anchor Bible 
Dictionary and Commentaries were only very recently made avail-
able digitally to institutions is a sign of how much backlist material 
still remains to be offered in that format. There are many other titles 
that I as a collection development librarian would love to purchase 
for my library in digital format but cannot, because print is still the 
only format option for so many publications in theology and related 
disciplines. The other challenge from a publishing point of view is 
that the more popular a title is, the less likely it is to be made avail-
able digitally on an unlimited-user access model. The publisher will 
want the institution to buy multiple single-user access copies. Per-
haps some day the publishing models will change, and theological 
literature will be more widely available digitally. Then, it will be 
necessary to convince researchers that the digital format gives them 
benefits over the print and that they should shift their reading pref-
erences there. For now, “digital research is both ubiquitous and mar-
ginal,” or, in other words, “everyone” is doing it, but not everyone is 
doing it well (Cooper and Schonfeld 2017, 35).

It is hard to imagine a better collection than one where all re-
search was accessible and could be retrieved simply at the request of 
a researcher. Increased digitization is making some of this a reality, 
but the goal is still well in the future. Having discussed both use and 
access, the final proposal for those seeking to build theological collec-
tions is to think about building better connections.

A Connected Library

The future of library collections has been trending toward coopera-
tive collection development—the belief that no library collection can 
be comprehensive enough to be fully independent and that partner-
ships are necessary. This is true even of very large libraries, as evi-
denced by the collections at ReCAP (provided by Princeton University, 
Columbia University, New York Public Library, and Harvard Univer-
sity) and Ivy Plus that can ferry resources quickly between some of 
the best libraries in the world. Libraries, recognizing the deficiencies 
inherent in any attempt at self-sufficiency, have sought partnerships 
through consortia, regional partners, collectives, and other models 
for resource sharing. The resource sharing model used by almost 
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all libraries is interlibrary loan, but local and regional partnerships 
have also been important.

Use and access can help you to determine what to buy for your li-
brary; partnerships can help you decide what you do not need to buy. 
It is time for libraries to begin considering a connection development 
policy if there is not one already in place. What strategic partners 
can help to advance access to useful resources? Where might there 
be a mutually beneficial relationship where both partners are able 
to extend their collections by having access to one another’s? This is 
both a judicious use of resources and a way to access more with less.

Since the primary purpose of this article is to give some basic 
guidelines for building a theological collection with limited resourc-
es, I reached out to Wayne Bornholdt, director of acquisitions at the 
Theological Book Network (TBN) to discuss resource acquisition for 
such libraries. TBN has been a partner to many of them. As stated 
on their website, “[TBN] ship[s] high-quality theological resources 
to under-resourced theological schools in Africa, Asia, Latin Ameri-
ca, Eastern Europe, and the Middle East.” TBN is often contracted by 
foundations or churches who have schools that they want to support 
by building theological collections there. TBN receives donations of 
in-scope theological books (these include books on certain subjects 
published in the last 30 years) and matches their inventory to the 
requests of the destination institution. Even when TBN might not be 
able to provide specific books, they can often provide alternatives 
and support subject collections broadly. This is likely the easiest 
way for an institution with limited resources to create a theologi-
cal collection: by partnering with a donor and using TBN’s services. 
Well-resourced theological libraries have a role to play in this cycle 
by donating unneeded books that fit TBN’s scope. This partnership 
among TBN, well-resourced libraries, and under-resourced libraries 
can help to redistribute theological resources where they are needed 
most.

The pandemic and the uncertainty caused by it frustrated many 
partnerships. Some researchers had trouble accessing their own li-
brary’s collections, let alone the collections of other libraries. This 
predicament suggests that cooperative collection development alone 
will not be enough to ensure continued access to important resourc-
es. Even now, well into the third year of the pandemic, some libraries 
are closed to those outside their immediate community, making part-
nerships and resource sharing even more difficult.
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Difficulties do not mean, however, that these efforts should cease, 
but that partnerships should be strengthened and that continued ac-
cess should be a priority. Many libraries have already become adept 
at giving limited access to their print collections through curbside 
delivery and scanning services. Such practices  will make it easier to 
provide access should lockdowns be needed again in the future.

Conclusion

Use, access, and connections inform and support the development 
of theological libraries. It is in the best interest of all theological li-
braries (those more and less resourced) to focus on those three issues 
when developing such a collection. Does your library meet the needs 
of its users? Are the collections accessible? Have you established 
partnerships to provide further access to resources to meet your us-
ers’ needs? Exploring these three questions can help those libraries 
then prioritize which resources need to be bought and which can be 
borrowed from other partners. The best theological collection is one 
that will be useful and accessible to its patrons. Partnerships provide 
other access points for resources outside of the collecting scope or 
budgetary constraints of the library. The truth is that all libraries 
have limited resources, even if these limits are large. The theological 
record is simply too great for any one library to collect on its own.
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C H A P T E R  2

Care and Tending of the Garden
The Collection Management Policy as Gardening Manual

LESLIE A. ENGELSON

I n 1931, S. R. Ranganathan developed five laws that define a 
library’s functions and responsibilities. The fifth law, “the li-
brary is a growing organism” (Ranganathan 1931, 382) encour-

ages the use of a garden as a metaphor for library collections. Gar-
dens, like library collections, are in a perpetual state of change and 
adjustment. They are never finished and need constant and consis-
tent tending in order to thrive and benefit their users. This chapter 
envisions the collection management policy as a gardening manual 
that guides the library director as they tend the library’s collections.

Whether a garden or a library collection, the health of either is 
determined by its ability for growth and flexibility. As with gardens, 
if a collection is not well tended, it will die or become of limited use 
to the community it serves. Gardening manuals provide information 
for the gardener to help them make decisions that will ensure posi-
tive growth and development of the garden for its users. Likewise, in 
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order to have a library collection that is useful for the community 
that it serves, management of the library’s collection should be guid-
ed by a well developed collection management policy.

To clarify, throughout this chapter, when the term collection is 
used in the singular form, it is referring to all the collections avail-
able in and through the library.

Purpose

The collection management policy (CMP) is a document that guides 
the collection management decisions of the library staff to serve both 
the present and future needs of the library user. CMPs help the li-
brary director know where to focus attention and funds in order to 
steward the library’s collection in a thoughtful and balanced way. 
It provides library staff the opportunity to codify collection devel-
opment decisions in a systematic and thoughtful way. It states the 
mission of the library, the purpose the library serves, and provides 
continuity across time and personnel changes.

Because the CMP allows for transparency and communicates 
what the library is about, it should be published on the library’s web-
site. In essence, a CMP contains guidelines for making decisions that 
address the who, what, when, where, why, and how of the library’s 
collection.

• Who?    

 ⸰ Whom do the collections serve?
 ⸰ Who makes the final decisions for selection and deselec-

tion?

• What?

 ⸰ What types of resources are collected?
 ⸰ What is the goal for the level of coverage?
 ⸰ What criteria are used for selection and deselection?
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• Where?

 ⸰ Where are resources that are sensitive or costly located?
 ⸰ Where is equipment stored?
 ⸰ Where are formats other than print materials located?

• When?

 ⸰ When is the CMP reviewed and revised?
 ⸰ When are collections inventoried and assessed?

• Why?

 ⸰ Why are resources selected?
 ⸰ Why are resources deselected?

• How?

 ⸰ How are the collections organized?
 ⸰ How are resources purchased?
 ⸰ How is access provided?
 ⸰ How are challenges handled?
 ⸰ How are the collections assessed?

The CMP is usually created by the library director collaboratively 
with staff, informed by the community they serve, and is approved 
and endorsed by either a person or committee that oversees the work 
of the library and library director. This endorsement is important as 
it conveys support by the larger governing body for the library direc-
tor and serves as a means of protection should questions arise about 
decisions and actions they make.

Context

Most gardens are not designed or built in a haphazard way with little 
consideration of the context in which they exist. Rather, the context 
determines the type of plants that are grown in the garden, wheth-
er the garden is ornamental or used for growing food, is in pots or 
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raised beds, and so forth. In the same way, the context in which a 
library exists determines the types of resources to which that library 
provides access and how the resources are organized and accessed. 
The context in which library collections function consists of three 
elements:

1. The community served

2. The curriculum supported

3. The collections developed

Community

The degree to which the library’s collection is responsive to the com-
munity it serves is correlative to how well the community’s informa-
tion needs are served by that library. As noted in Berryhill’s (2020, 8) 
explanation of what theological libraries are, “theological libraries 
vary in their constituencies.” Yet all academic libraries serve two dis-
tinct communities to one degree or another: internal communities 
and external communities.

Internal community members are the people served directly by 
the institution: congregants, clergy, students, faculty, staff, and ad-
ministration. Members of the internal community are the primary 
users of the library collection. Therefore, it should reflect the diver-
sity of those members.

Some elements that provide a cursory understanding of the com-
plexity of the internal community include demographics such as age, 
ethnic background, socioeconomic level, education level, religious 
affiliation, and grade point average. Furthermore, knowing whether 
students reside on campus or commute, the length of commute, and 
the prevalence and reliability of internet access for internal commu-
nity members, particularly those who commute, is helpful. Anoth-
er element to consider is the percentage of the internal community 
members who are international and what their primary language 
may be.

An often-overlooked element of understanding the internal com-
munity is knowing who is not coming to the library or using the li-
brary’s resources and why, so that collections can be built or resourc-
es added that target these community members to draw them in.
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The makeup of the external community is informed by the mis-
sion of the institution. Some theological libraries are quite restrictive 
in the types of users they allow to access their resources beyond the 
internal community, and their external community may consist only 
of those users served through interlibrary loan and consortial agree-
ments. Other theological libraries make their collections available 
to anyone who walks through the doors. These external communi-
ty members may include physical neighbors to the institution, local 
clergy and theological scholars, volunteers, members of friends-of-
the-library groups, alumni, and institutional governance members. 

Interests, strengths, and challenges in each community also 
should be noted as well as annual, seasonal, and other special com-
munity events.

Community members can also serve as resources for support 
and assistance. Collaborative partnerships developed with constit-
uents within both the internal and external communities can serve 
to advise, inform, mentor, and support the work of the library and 
its director. Volunteers are a well-known asset but are not the only 
community members who can partner with the library. Knowing the 
extent of resources available in both internal and external communi-
ties and building relationships with decision-makers and those who 
hold the purse strings can greatly benefit the library.

Finally, communities are in a constant state of change. They 
shrink and grow. People come and go. Local, regional, national, and 
even global events can impact a community. There is no community 
that stays constant forever. Even if the library director has a sense 
of what the communities the library serves are like today, they will 
likely be different in three, four, or five years. Regular assessment of 
both communities informs the mission, goals, and strategic plan.

A summary of the characteristics of both the internal and exter-
nal communities will be included in the CMP. This summary should 
be updated when assessments are completed.

Curriculum

Theological libraries exist to support and supplement the curriculum 
of the institutions with which they are associated. Therefore, it is in-
cumbent upon the library director and other library personnel who 
make collection decisions to be aware of the curriculum provided by 
the institution by serving on curriculum committees. Attending de-
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partment meetings also informs selectors of changes to curriculum 
and programs that are added or cut so decisions can be made that are 
responsive to these changes.

It is helpful to work in partnership with faculty on major research 
projects they assign their students to ensure sufficient resources are 
available to meet the demand. Likewise, meeting with the clergy on 
a regular basis to learn about upcoming sermon series or topics en-
ables library directors of congregational libraries to proactively pro-
vide resources that supplement sermon themes.

Theological libraries situated within institutions that offer a cur-
riculum that is broader than theology, religion, and ministry provide 
access to resources that support the entire curriculum. Libraries sit-
uated within institutions with curriculum limited to theology, reli-
gion, and ministry still need to provide access to resources that cover 
more generalized subject areas—just to a lesser degree—or ensure 
that their internal community has access to these resources through 
a local library.

Libraries should also consider providing resources that support 
extra-curricular activities available on campus such as film screen-
ings, conferences, and locally produced podcasts. It is helpful to con-
nect with the appropriate offices to find out about both institution- 
and student-initiated extra-curricular activities.

A library director should also be aware of the curriculum initia-
tives and trends impacting higher education, such as distance learn-
ing and pedagogical trends, in order to provide proactive acquisition 
of resources.

A brief summary of the topical foci of the curriculum, whether 
formal or informal, will be included in the CMP.

Collection

In order to develop a collection that meets the information and in-
terest needs of the community and curriculum, the library director 
needs to assess the current collection, determining what resources 
are available, where the gaps are, and how effective it is. Collection 
analysis looks at the strengths and weaknesses of the collection as it 
relates to the community and the curriculum and considers the crite-
ria included in the CMP for selection and deselection.

The library director should also be aware of resources available 
through other libraries. For instance, consortial agreements often in-
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clude the use of physical items from other libraries through interli-
brary loan. Consortial agreements can also include shared purchas-
ing of both physical and electronic resources. The director should 
also consider whether internal community members have access to 
other library’s collections that are in close proximity to them.

Assessing the organization of the library is a crucial element to 
understanding the collection. Commonly, a theological library’s re-
sources are loosely sorted by format into collections such as refer-
ence, circulating, periodicals, audio-visual, electronic resources, and 
sometimes equipment. Some libraries also include separate collec-
tions for archives, maps, and rare materials.

Physical collections are organized by a system that is often deter-
mined based on the format of the resource. For instance, periodical 
collections are often organized by title, fiction collections are orga-
nized by either author last name or genre, and reference and circu-
lating collections are usually organized by a classification system 
such as the Library of Congress Classification System or the Dewey 
Decimal Classification System. Electronic databases are usually or-
ganized on the library’s web pages by topic or subject.

A brief description of each collection of the library, formats col-
lected, and how the collections are organized should be included in 
the CMP.

Elements of a Collection Management Policy

To grow a garden, some foundational elements are soil, sun, and wa-
ter. Additional elements—such as seeds and compost—and actions—
such as staking, pruning, and weeding—all contribute to a thriving 
garden that serves the gardener well. Similarly, the CMP contains 
elements that are fundamental to ensuring a library collection not 
only grows but thrives and serves the community and curriculum 
well.

Mission Statement

Like soil, sun, and water to the garden, the library’s mission state-
ment is an essential element of the CMP. It should align with the mis-
sion of the institution and should reflect the purpose for the library 
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collection’s existence. A theological library collection is a means to 
an end, not an end in itself, and the mission statement helps keep 
that end in mind. Goals and values are also included to clarify the 
library’s purpose.

Community Profile

The community profile is a brief summary of both the internal and 
external communities served by the library as well as a statement 
indicating that the community will be reassessed every three to five 
years.

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion

The library’s commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion in the 
description of, access to, and content of the collection should be clear-
ly stated, as this impacts all facets of collection management. This 
section should also address support for users regardless of their lo-
cation and ability.

Collection Management Decisions

While purchase recommendations from faculty, students, and oth-
er community members are welcome and encouraged, ideally the 
library director and subject-specific librarians in larger libraries 
should have the final determination related to collection manage-
ment decisions. They know and understand the community, curricu-
lum, and collection, the principles and values of the profession of li-
brarianship, and the criteria used for evaluating resources. The CMP 
clarifies the advisory role of a governmental body, such as a library 
committee, and indicates its makeup.

Additionally, information about how the communities served by 
the library can communicate with the library director, whether that 
be through suggestion boxes, links on websites, or email addresses or 
phone numbers, is helpful to include.
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Collection Scope

The collection scope is a brief description of the formal and infor-
mal curriculum supported by the library followed by a statement 
about the desired collection goals. This includes what collections the 
library will have and the types of materials and resources to which 
the library can provide access. Additionally, state the desired depth 
of collection in each topical area of the library.

A helpful scale of collection depth developed by the Research Li-
braries Group and available from the Library of Congress (loc.gov/
acq/devpol/cpc.html) can be adapted by libraries of any size (Mayer 
2018, 9).

Additionally, this section should specify information about the 
following criteria:

• Curriculum support

• Cost

• Authority

• Accuracy

• Bias/Perspective

• Format

• Age

• Number of copies

• Currency

• Language

• Reading level

• Condition (for physical resources)

Additional criteria related specifically to electronic resources should 
detail:

• Accessibility

• Usability

http://loc.gov/acq/devpol/cpc.html
http://loc.gov/acq/devpol/cpc.html
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• Licensing

• Pricing model (Mangrum 2012, 110)

Finally, the role of open access resources, digitization, and shared 
repositories in collection development goals should be elucidated.

This information guides and supports both selection and dese-
lection decisions, so it is crucial that it be as specific and thorough 
as possible. It is also helpful to include statements about collection 
balance and limiting factors. In the event of a challenge to a resource 
added to the collection or a concern about resources withdrawn from 
the collection, a clear statement about the criteria used for selection 
and deselection decisions can address those challenges and concerns.

Finally, the CMP indicates the scope, frequency, and responsibili-
ty of inventories as well as assessments of both physical and electron-
ic resources.

Organization

A brief description of the various collections as well as how they are 
organized should be included. This will indicate the classification 
system(s) used along with locally developed organization schemes 
and the rationale behind their use. The organization and access of 
electronic resources should also be addressed.

Preservation

A discussion of how physical materials are processed, if they are 
mended, as well as the process and criteria for deselection should be 
covered.

Acquisition Responsibilities and Methods

How the purchase of resources is funded, who is responsible for the 
acquisitions process, how gifts are handled, how recommendations 
and requests can be made, and how to deal with challenges should be 
explained in this section.

The library’s consideration of acquisition models such as pa-
tron-driven acquisitions / demand-driven acquisitions (PDA/DDA), 
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approval plans, standing orders, and subscriptions should also be 
stated along with summaries of formal consortial agreements.

Intellectual Freedom Statement 

Another fundamental element of the CMP is a statement about the re-
sponsibility of theological libraries to support intellectual freedom 
through access to information. This is a professional ethic to which 
all library directors and librarians subscribe and uphold. It can be 
challenging within the context of a theological library to reflect the 
values of the institution and community as well as support access to 
a variety of viewpoints and perspectives, but it is essential to allow 
the library user to make their choice about what information they 
access. Furthermore, it is important to remember that the institution 
does not need to endorse, agree with, or approve every idea or pre-
sentation that the library makes available.

The American Library Association (ALA) has developed a num-
ber of statements and policies on access (ALA 2021) which can be ref-
erenced in this part of the CMP. If it is too controversial to include the 
ALA’s Library Bill of Rights (ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill), 
provide a statement such as: “The Library will uphold its users’ right 
to access and use a variety of information and materials, including 
controversial information and materials.” This should suffice to both 
clarify the role of the library within the institution as well as support 
the decisions of the library director and their staff.

Lastly, there should be statements about the role the library di-
rector serves as protector of an individual’s right to privacy and con-
fidentiality in the use of library resources and services, as well as the 
user’s right to freely express their opinions about library resources 
and services.

Policy Revision Cycle

While the CMP should be a fairly stable document, regular updates 
will be informed by changes in the community, curriculum, and col-
lection. Major changes within the institution may also indicate a need 
to revise the CMP. The CMP should include a timeline for reviewing 
the CMP on a regular basis as well as indicate who will be involved 
in the revision process. It is also helpful to indicate the methods used 

http://ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill
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for analyzing the community, curriculum, and collections to facili-
tate continuity and identify gaps in the analysis.

Conclusion

If written thoughtfully, deliberately, and comprehensively, the CMP 
will serve the library and its staff as they seek to tend this growing 
organism for the benefit and use of its community.
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C H A P T E R  3

Collection Development Policies 
for Theological Libraries  
in the Digital Era

WARD DE PRIL

I n 2011, Rick Andersen predicted that “it seems highly likely 
that the very idea of the ‘collection’ will be overhauled if not 
obviated over the next ten years, in favor of more dynamic ac-

cess to a virtually unlimited flow of information products” (215). In 
Andersen’s view, there would still be collections in 2021, but the day-
to-day significance of those collections would generally be seen as 
minimal. Few theological librarians today would confirm the validi-
ty of this prediction: creating organized, accessible, and durable col-
lections for researchers and students remains central to the work of 
the theological library. In the network context, our collections are 
not disappearing, but they can be made more visible, retrievable and 
immediately accessible, and thus more valuable and useful than ever 
before. But the notion of what these collections are is changing, and 
with it the notion of collection development.
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In the last decade, theological libraries have felt the impact of 
the transition towards a digital network environment. The notion of 
collection first extended in the 1990s from ‘owned’ print collections 
to ‘licensed’ electronic collections. Undoubtedly this entailed signifi-
cant adjustments in the areas of acquisition modes, accessibility and 
preservation, but at the same time both collection types—owned ver-
sus licensed—were ‘traditional’ outcomes of research in the sense 
that libraries acquire this content from publishers and make it avail-
able for their registered users only (outside-in movement). A more 
profound shift is the increased importance of materials that present 
an inside-out challenge for the library, such as special collections 
and  institutional output, and materials that are freely accessible on 
the Web (Dempsey 2014, 402). Especially the latter type of materials 
mean that the scope of the collection is no longer defined by any sin-
gle location or site but is extended to “a cloud of distributed resourc-
es in a variety of places around the globe that are made centrally 
available via the library” (Horava 2010, 151). The new collection di-
rections challenge the traditional collection-building assumptions of 
permanence, control, and relative comprehensiveness, and urge us 
to reformulate our practices  of selecting, acquiring, and/or giving 
access to collections (143).

Before the breakthrough of the digital network environment, 
collection development was the core task of academic libraries: they 
aspired to acquire all literature on all aspects of their discipline and 
did not fundamentally cooperate with other libraries in terms of 
collection development. Collection development policies have their 
origins in this print era. Libraries started to develop formal collec-
tion development policies in the 1960s, when budget fluctuations and 
management pressures made them look more closely at their prior-
ities (Vickery 2004, 337).  In 1979, the American Library Association 
Collection Development Committee issued “Guidelines for Collection 
Development” to support libraries in creating useful and effective 
collection development policies. In 1989 and 1996, these guidelines 
were updated and published as the “Guide for Written Collection 
Development Policy Statements.” Its conspectus model was the stan-
dard of proactive and well-planned collection building, providing 
a framework for describing the collection in terms of current and 
intended levels of collection in specific subject classes. Five collect-
ing levels are identified in the conspectus—minimal, basic, study, 
research, and comprehensive (Van Zijl 1998, 104). The main issue 
was to guarantee a balanced collection with regard to subjects in ac-
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cordance with the library’s mission and the expectations of its user 
body. The conspectus model is still relevant today to guide the selec-
tion of content—provided the library continues to uphold a just-in-
case purchasing policy—but has to be complemented with policies 
addressing the shifts in collection development today.

In the late 1990s, the importance of updating written collection 
development policies was emphasized in view of the integration of 
electronic resources, which were growing very rapidly. In 2001, the 
International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions 
(IFLA) issued its “Guidelines for a Collection Development Policy Us-
ing the Conspectus Model,” taking into account the  need to deal more 
adequately with non-print and electronic forms of information and 
access/ownership issues in collection development. But, since 1996 
(ALA guide) and 2001 (IFLA guidelines), no such guides have been 
published that take into account the development and changes in the 
landscape of scholarly communication and publishing over the last 
two decades. Nonetheless, given the complexity and variety of col-
lections today, the need for a collection development policy as a deci-
sion-making tool seems as evident as a business plan for a business 
(cf. Johnson 2009, 72). The reasons listed by IFLA in 2001 for investing 
in a written policy on collection development are still valid in the era 
of a digital network environment: (1) providing guidance in select-
ing and deselecting resources, (2) underpinning of future planning, 
thereby assisting in determining priorities for allocation of budgets, 
(3) supporting public relations towards stakeholders, and (4) serv-
ing as a basis for wider cooperation, even internationally (IFLA 2001, 
1–2). 

It is not our intention to give a detailed overview of what a collec-
tion development policy should look like today. This will vary greatly 
depending on the mission and goals of the library and the needs of 
its users. But there are some things that are best included. First of 
all, an introductory section explains the mission and goals of the li-
brary. It remains interesting to add here a history of the collection, 
its strengths and gaps, and the desired levels of collection depth and 
breadth. Here it is important to clarify the concept of ‘collection’ and 
to indicate which materials can be considered as potential compo-
nents of the collection, e.g., specific types of open access materials 
or research data. The main part of the collection development poli-
cy should not consist in detailed guidelines for selection, acquisition, 
weeding etc., but should define fundamental options of the library 
with regard to such things as format (electronic or print), acquisition 
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models, allocation of budget, digitization priorities, and accessibility 
for each of the defined collection components.

For an academic library in theology, a subdivision in collection 
types could be useful to structure a collection development policy: 
published, purchased, and licensed materials; open access collec-
tions (including institutional output); and heritage/legacy collections. 

Published, Purchased, and Licensed Materials

This collection type concerns the traditional outcome of research, 
published in books or journals and acquired by libraries according 
to the outside-in model. Some crucial and highly interrelated issues 
that should be discussed in the collection development policy are the 
print-to-electronic shift, the preferred acquisition models, and pres-
ervation implications.

The print-to-electronic shift in libraries clearly needs to be strat-
egized and managed explicitly (cf. Pinfield 2017, 24). Theological 
libraries do not necessarily want to move to an entirely electronic 
research collection. Print can be considered important to allow ser-
endipitous discovery through browsing or can have other attributes 
that make print superior to electronic versions (Douglas 2011, 19). For 
instance, print is cheaper to purchase, provides better guarantees of 
long-term preservation, and is better suited for reflective or intense 
reading. Still, it is important that the policy of the library provides 
a clear direction and a basis for action. A policy could be to acquire 
reference works, handbooks, e-textbooks, collected essays, confer-
ence proceedings, and festschrifts in an electronic version if avail-
able, while scholarly monographs are purchased in print (paperback 
for economic reasons), just as religious art books, which are not well 
suited for an electronic format. Major text editions can be purchased 
in both print and electronic format, as to allow for both text mining 
and intense reading.

There are a variety of acquisition models and each library should 
consider which model best suits its mission: does the library fulfill 
the function of a general acquirer in the field of theology (just-in-
case collection building) or is it mainly a user library (just-in-time 
collection building)? Does the library have a preservation function 
or not? Depending on the answers to these questions, the library 
will choose whether to subscribe to journals in print or to license 
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them singly or collaboratively  (‘big deals’). Similarly, the library will 
choose whether to purchase e-books using patron-driven models or 
evidence-based acquisition.

Open Access Literature

Open access literature is digital, online, free of charge, and free of 
most copyright and licensing restrictions (Suber 2012, 2). The figures 
for the overall prevalence of open access show that open access levels 
have increased steadily across all disciplines, from 20.4% of all schol-
arly outputs in 2008 to 23% in 2010 and more than one third of all 
scholarly outputs later than 2010 (Severin 2020, 5). Although the open 
access uptake in the humanities is lower than in most other fields, 
undeniably open access publications have become a focal point in 
the collection development of theological libraries. This trend will 
only increase in the coming years.

By selecting and making accessible these resources via catalog 
records and federated search tools, libraries are implicitly telling 
their patrons that the resources have met the library’s standards of 
quality and relevance and are to be used alongside commercial, fee-
based information resources. The provision of access via the library 
is a credentialing, deliberate function that has collection-related im-
plications (Horava 2010, 144). Therefore, fundamental options with 
regard to systematically selecting, disclosing, and archiving open ac-
cess content should be included in the collection development policy. 
As it does for purchased or licensed publications, the library selects 
or ‘harvests’ open access content in line with its collection profile. In 
this context, the collection development policy can play an import-
ant role in making agreements between large theological libraries 
about the systematic selection, effective dispensing, and sustainable 
preservation of open access content in line with their historically de-
termined collection profiles. If the large libraries assume their role 
in this, it may have very beneficial effects on small or medium-sized 
libraries. As the mainstream collections become increasingly com-
prised of open access materials whose sustainable accessibility is as-
sured by large libraries, small or medium-sized libraries can limit 
their collection building to complementary and specialized collec-
tions of books, journals, and databases needed by their users but not 
(yet) available in open access (cf. Kemp 2014, 389).
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Deliberate decisions have to be made on the kind of open access 
items that are to be made available (e.g., only gold open access items 
with CC license) and which version is disclosed (e.g., only published 
version). The library must also decide whether to invest a part of the 
collection budget in strategically important open access projects, so 
that relevant open access collections are preserved and made acces-
sible in a sustainable way. A library could, for instance, decide to put 
aside 2.5% of the total library budget to support open and communi-
ty-owned infrastructure (Cf. Verbeke 2021).

Finally, decisions have to be made with regard to transformative 
agreements. Transformative agreements are publishing contracts 
that seek to transform the business model of scholarly publishing, 
namely to move from a subscription-based model where readers pay 
to read, to an open access model where writers pay to publish. These 
agreements represent a further shift away from a subscription-only 
model to one which covers both subscription payments (the “read” 
element of the agreement) and article processing charges (the “pub-
lish” element). Transformative agreements will require a substan-
tial investment from academic institutions, as a kind of new form 
of big-deals packaging of scholarly communication (Verbeke, 2019). 
Therefore, caution is required and a well thought-out policy should 
be developed in this regard.

Finally, part of the open access policy of a library should concern 
its role in providing long-term access to institutional output (publi-
cations of staff, dissertations and research data, green open access 
materials) that can also be considered part of the collection.

Special and Legacy Collections

In the last decade, the value of special collections in the collection 
development policy of academic libraries has grown significantly. 
The reasons for this increased value are closely related to the break-
through of a digital network environment. On the one hand, as elec-
tronic resources become increasingly available and the collections 
of large research libraries seem homogenized, special collections of-
fer an opportunity to distinguish the identity of an academic library 
(Rossmann 2020, 633). A library that can make available online for 
research and education unique resources like rare books, manu-
scripts, or archives—clearly distinguishable from ubiquitous main-
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stream scholarly content—might set itself apart in attracting schol-
ars and students (Clark 2014, 433). In a digital environment, these 
special collections undeniably become more and more iconic. More 
importantly, digitization and open licensing of digital cultural heri-
tage has immensely increased access to special collections, bringing 
major benefits to research and education (Terras 2015). Whereas be-
fore digitization the use of special collections was mostly limited to 
the immediate community served by the library, access to this her-
itage content can now be opened up for the international scholarly 
community. The digitization of special collections has been an im-
portant step in facilitating theological research by providing conve-
nient access to primary historical sources.

By ‘legacy collections’ is meant here “bibliographic items or col-
lections which reflect that portion of a Library’s holdings which is 
the result of former teaching, research and broader cultural collect-
ing” (McCarthy 2007, 351). It is that part of the collection which is not 
rated either as special or highly functional and therefore not likely to 
be fully digitized in the long-term future.

With regard to special and heritage collections, the collection de-
velopment policy should at least contain a policy regarding gifts and 
a policy regarding digitization and disclosure. 

The acquisition of special and legacy collections is usually pas-
sive: they are donated by religious institutions or private persons. 
Not infrequently, these are extensive provenance collections, which 
therefore play an important role in the collection development of 
theological libraries, all the more so because the relevance of older 
publications remains high for historically oriented theological schol-
arship. Thus, theological libraries will often add offered collections 
to their collection and make them accessible as effectively as possible. 
Consequently, a collection development policy should include funda-
mental guidelines on, among other things, conditions for acceptance 
and criteria for deselection.

A collection development policy may also contain a plan of ap-
proach concerning the priorities to be set for digitizing special and 
legacy collections, the collection budget to be allocated, and the way 
in which the digitized content will be made available to the widest 
possible audience, taking into account copyright issues. This plan 
can turn these special and legacy collections of both large and small-
er institutions into inside-out resources of the library collection and 
thereby provide an unique contribution to the development of the 
open access collection in the field of theology.
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Conclusion

In the digital era, collection development policies should help us to 
address the fact that the former ideals of control, permanence, and 
relative exhaustivity in collection development have to be redefined. 
In a network environment, libraries are dependent on communi-
ty-sourced solutions with regard to their basic functions of providing 
access to relevant content and preservation of this content for future 
generations, functions that were previously organized locally. What 
constitutes the library’s collection is changing rapidly and thus its 
collection development strategy should be reprioritized. In order 
to continue to fulfill the library’s role in collection development in 
an effective manner, many well-considered decisions are required 
regarding the selection of content, the choice of certain acquisition 
models, and the division of the collection budget between acquisi-
tion/licensing, investment in open infrastructure, and digitization. 
This increasing number of choices demands, among other things, an 
effective partnership between the library and the research commu-
nity in the development of both collection and collection planning 
and collaboration with other libraries. Drawing up a collection de-
velopment policy as an internal planning and decision-making tool 
and as a foundation for partnership and collaboration with external 
partners is therefore a valuable strategic objective.
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C H A P T E R  4

Constructing the Narrative
Best Practices in Resource Selection for Building Diverse,  
Equitable, and Inclusive Theological Collections

MARTA SAMOKISHYN

L ibrary collections are considered the heart of the uni-
versity (Fieldhouse and Marshall 2012; Oakleaf 2010). They 
are one of the deciding factors for graduate students choosing 

an academic institution (Kallio 1995). In addition, research indicates 
that library collections help universities attract and retain research-
ers, increase research funding, and foster the value of scholarship 
and knowledge creation (Research Libraries UK and Research Infor-
mation Network 2011; Tenopir, Volentine, and King 2012). Collection 
development librarians have an immense responsibility: to ensure 
that the collections they develop are relevant, current, and meet the 
needs of their users. A large part of this responsibility is based on 
the choice of a collection development librarian. Therefore, how we 
develop library collections is of utmost importance.

The high purpose of book selection is to 
provide the right book for the right read-
er at the right time.
– Francis K.W. Drury (1930, 1)
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This is especially relevant when we consider the need to repre-
sent marginalized communities and their voices, which have not al-
ways been visible in our collections. Historically, many collections 
have represented the view of the dominant culture, or what some 
authors call the “culture of whiteness” (Brook, Ellenwood, and La-
zzaro 2015, 247). As a result, the voices of underrepresented groups 
are not always included in the library collections. The diversity, 
equity, and inclusion framework (further DEI, also known as EDI, 
EDI-D) allows collection development librarians to “re-examine and 
re-calibrate their collection practices,” especially taking into consid-
eration increasingly diverse campuses (  Estelle-Holmer, Limpitlaw, 
and Spomer 2021, 81). According to Cruz (2019, 220), “diversity is a 
cornerstone of the library profession.” Bringing awareness of the 
diversity issues in academic libraries “provides tools for the social 
justice work” (Brook, Ellenwood, and Lazzaro 2015, 276). In addition, 
it is important for theological libraries to also acknowledge how they 
might have contributed to the current problem: “To truly embrace 
our social responsibility for promoting social justice, librarians and 
library leaders must also acknowledge the ways in which library 
practices frequently contribute to inequity, marginalization, and in-
justices; and commit to transforming our practices and standards in 
ways that leverage the power, expertise, and responsibility of aca-
demic librarians and libraries as forces for social justice” (Morales, 
Knowles, and Bourg 2014, 448).

To meet the needs of a diverse student population and faculty, as 
well as to ensure the effective use of library collections, it is vital 
to address this issue on the collection development level, including 
through collection development policies and strategies, and collec-
tion management, evaluation, and stewardship. Developing diversity 
plans or a diversity statement for the library can help formalize the 
commitment to DEI (Gujilde 2021; Herrera 2016). It must be done with 
particular focus and intentionality (Blume and Roylance 2020) since 
academic librarians have a duty to call attention to the underrepre-
sented voices (Wagner and Crowley 2020): “Decolonizing academic 
library collections describes the work necessary to combat a tradi-
tionally Eurocentric focus by focusing on intentionally acquiring 
materials” (Blume and Roylance 2020, “Introduction”).

This chapter, therefore, will address best practices in resource 
selection in theological libraries, with special attention given to se-
lection strategies in small theological libraries, which often have 
limited resources and rely on internal and external partnerships to 
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increase collection access and value. While small academic theolog-
ical libraries are often at a disadvantage due to budget restrictions 
and possible space limitations, they provide a unique contribution 
to the community at large through their distinctive collections. Be-
fore diving into specific strategies, it is important to highlight several 
foundational approaches that can inform diversity and inclusion in 
collection development strategies. These approaches should be in-
cluded in the collection development policies, even though they do 
not explicitly use DEI language.

Foundational Approaches for the Adoption of DEI 
Practices in Collection Development

Before we proceed, it is essential to define DEI in the context of col-
lection development (Ciszek and Young 2010). A DEI framework cov-
ers a broad social justice approach to collection development that 
has diversity, equity, and inclusion as its central foundational val-
ues. It “consider[s] and affirm[s] the role of multiple identities with 
relationship to various social contexts and interlocking systems of 
power, privilege, and oppression” (Özturgut 2017, 87). Here are the 
definitions of diversity, equity, and inclusion, according to the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC):

a) Diversity is “differences in race, colour, place of origin, religion, im-
migrant and newcomer status, ethnic origin, ability, sex, sexual orien-
tation, gender identity, gender expression and age”;
b) Equity is “the removal of systemic barriers and biases enabling all 
individuals to have equal opportunity to access and benefit from the 
program”;
c) Inclusion is “the practice of ensuring that all individuals are val-
ued and respected for their contributions and are equally supported” 
(2021, under “What is ‘EDI’?”).

See a list of recommended resources on topics related to DEI at atla.
libguides.com/DEI.

Even though the DEI framework has not been widely discussed 
in the LIS literature on collection development, we can apply these 
principles to the way we develop our library collections. Thus, when 
it comes to collection development, DEI means building library col-

http://atla.libguides.com/DEI
http://atla.libguides.com/DEI
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lections with the consistent consideration of multiple voices from the 
community, taking into account race, colour, ethnic origin, immigra-
tion status, social status, theological views, sex, sexual orientation, 
gender expression, age, and physical and learning abilities, etc., by 
providing equitable access and representation of these voices in or-
der to include users’ needs as the focal point of the collection. In ad-
dition, DEI-informed collections should draw on different theological 
traditions and the lived experience of people and groups from differ-
ent faith backgrounds, with particular attention to global issues (Es-
telle-Holmer, Limpitlaw, and Spomer 2021). Integration of DEI prac-
tices, in turn, will further encourage exploration of the DEI-related 
topics in the local communities of inquiry. Several essential factors 
or foundational approaches that can help us adopt DEI practices in 
our collection development strategies include curriculum alignment, 
a user-centred approach to collection development, and community 
engagement.

Curriculum Alignment

Curriculum alignment is often a central piece of collection develop-
ment policies. It allows librarians responsible for collections to iden-
tify new programs, create a plan for existing programs and research 
centres, and ensure the collection they are building meets the needs 
of all the programs offered by the institution. The degree levels of 
new and existing programs are essential considerations, since grad-
uate programs require advanced academic resources to meet the 
needs of their students and researchers. Curriculum alignment can 
help us identify relevant DEI themes for each program, including but 
not limited to the following: BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and people 
of colour) theology, eco-theology, LGBTQIA2+ issues, Indigenous ap-
proaches to theology, theology of disabled bodies, etc. Curriculum 
alignment can serve as a guide to help us think about important DEI 
issues and identify areas of a collection that are multidisciplinary 
and multifaceted. To facilitate curriculum alignment with the DEI 
principles in mind, please see table 1.
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Table 1 — Curriculum Alignment Matrix
Faculty Dept./

Prog.
Prog. 
levels

DEI  
topics

Major 
book  
publishers

Major 
journals

Major 
series

e.g., 
Theology

e.g.,  
Pastoral 
theology

e.g., 
DMin, 
MDiv

e.g., 
BIPOC 
authors

e.g.,  
Wipf & 
Stock

e.g.,  
Liberation 
Theology

e.g., 
African 
Theo. 
Studies

User-centered Approach to Collection Development

“Libraries exist for their users” (Nixon, Freeman, and Ward 2011, 1). 
Anticipating the needs of current and future library users is one of 
the most important tasks of a librarian responsible for collections. It 
requires being in sync with the existing library patrons and under-
standing and anticipating their needs. This task can be quite difficult 
because we, as librarians, “often serve a large and diverse commu-
nity of users” (Agee 2007, 1). As Agee points out, “to have a collec-
tion of value to library users, it is necessary to know who those users 
are.” It is less challenging in small academic libraries because it is 
easier to know students by name and know their research interests. 
Attending research seminars to hear students’ presentations on their 
doctoral or master’s thesis proposals is one helpful strategy to adopt 
a user-centered approach to collection development. In addition, if a 
librarian who does collection development also is involved in infor-
mation literacy instruction and reference, they have additional op-
portunities to get to know students and their topics of inquiry.

Liaison with the faculty members is crucial to understanding 
library users’ unique characteristics—including faculty and stu-
dent cultural backgrounds, theological traditions, demographics, 
research interests, research projects, and more—which in turn can 
help facilitate DEI-informed collections. Users, thus, drive the diver-
sity of the collections.

To know library users, many librarians create community anal-
ysis studies, including surveys, focus groups, interviews, etc. These 
methods can help identify and better understand the needs of the un-
derrepresented library users and adjust library collection strategies 
accordingly. Statistics provided by the university or college adminis-
tration can help establish the percentage of students with disability, 
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international students, or those students who identify as BIPOC and/
or LGTBQIA2+. While the acquisition of the materials related to DEI 
should not depend on the statistical data, its analysis can help to con-
nect to the community of local library users and encourage budget 
allocation to specific themes. According to Gujilde (2021), this creates 
a stronger sense of belonging among the members of academic com-
munities and libraries.

Here is an example of a tool that can be used to understand li-
brary users when it comes to DEI (table 2). It presents a non-exhaus-
tive list that can help establish some general considerations for com-
munity analysis and understanding how users’ needs can be met.

However, it is also important to highlight that DEI-related mate-
rial is relevant not only to the populations it seeks to represent but to 
the entire student body and faculty. It “prepare[s] students for their 
entry into the real world” (Vega Garcıá 2000, 319).

Table 2 — Understanding Library Users: Community 
Analysis (adapted from Agee 2007)
Population groups (Who) Resources consideration 

(What)
BIPOC users Acquisition of resources by BIPOC 

authors and/or related to BIPOC 
theological themes

Non-native English speakers Bilingual or foreign-language 
resources

Users with disability Large print books, availability of 
oral readers and other technolo-
gies

LGBTQIA2+ users Acquisition of resources by 
LGBTQIA2+ authors and/or relat-
ed to LGBTQIA2+ themes;

Community Engagement Strategies

The main objective of academic library collections is to “meet the 
information needs of local library users” (Agee 2007, 1). While main-
taining this focus on the local library community of students, facul-
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ty, and other researchers, it is also important to create partnerships 
with external communities that might advocate and support DEI-re-
lated issues outside campuses, such as research institutes, non-profit 
organizations, and other partner institutions. Establishing liaison 
with the community at large can help foster potential library dona-
tions (discussed below) as well as help determine how the library can 
serve members of said community.

Now that we have touched on several foundational approaches to 
adapt DEI-informed practices to collection development, I would like 
to discuss specific strategies used by librarians to make their library 
collections more diverse, equitable, and inclusive.

Collection Development Strategies

Collection development strategies are constantly evolving as new 
technologies and products become available. The strategies dis-
cussed below can be applied to developing monograph collections, 
which constitutes 80–90% of collection development decisions. These 
strategies can be adapted to the context of the specific library, taking 
into account its size, budget, subject coverage, student and faculty 
population, and the community at large. Table 3 (over) focuses on 
different components of collection development thought processes, 
assumptions, and solutions related to DEI.

According to Johnson (2004), experience and intuition play an im-
portant role in selecting resources. However, knowing specific tools 
and collection development strategies is essential for success. In ad-
dition, Young (2006) states that librarians need to be equipped with 
tools and methods to track the diversity of their acquisitions.

Recommendations by Faculty and Students

Recommendations made by faculty and students are an essential 
part of overall collection development strategies. Indeed, recommen-
dations are vital because they ensure that the collection remains 
relevant to the users. Some faculty members are committed to rec-
ommending resources in their field on a regular basis. This should 
be encouraged because some faculty and students might feel un-
comfortable asking a librarian to spend part of their library bud-
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Table 3 — DEI in Collection Development  
(inspired by Sullivan 2020)
Aspect of 
collection 
develop-
ment

False  
assumptions

Impacts Solution

DEI-related 
content 
 
(BIPOC theo., 
eco-theology, 
LGTBQIA2+ 
issues, theo. 
of disabled 
bodies, etc.)

ꞏ If my institution 
does not have di-
verse population 
groups, I do not 
need to purchase 
DEI-related con-
tent.
 
ꞏ There are no 
researchers in my 
institution who 
work on these 
topics; therefore, 
I do not need to 
purchase DEI-  
related content.

ꞏ Strong  
disconnect and 
no sense of  
belonging 
among library 
users. 
 
ꞏ No histori-
cal record for 
future research-
ers & students 
about theo-
logical issues 
related to DEI.

ꞏ Significant 
gaps in the 
collection.

ꞏ Creating a 
stronger sense 
of community 
and belonging 
among library 
users.

ꞏ Comprehen-
sive collection 
without signif-
icant topical 
gaps.

Format 
 
(print,  
electronic)

ꞏ Everyone always 
prefers only one 
format (either 
print or electron-
ic).

ꞏ Because my 
institution does 
not offer distance 
programs, I don’t 
require resourc-
es in electronic 
format.

ꞏ Limited access 
to the print 
collection for 
groups who are 
unable to come 
and study on 
campus (single 
parents, people 
with disability, 
etc.).

ꞏ Technology 
barriers for 
electronic ac-
cess.

ꞏ Identifying the 
needs of differ-
ent groups.

ꞏ Creating  
alternative  
programs for 
people who 
have tech-re-
lated  
barriers to 
access.

ꞏ Purchasing 
multiple for-
mats for core 
resources.
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Table 3 — DEI in Collection Development  
(inspired by Sullivan 2020)
Aspect of 
collection 
develop-
ment

False  
assumptions

Impacts Solution

Languages ꞏ Collection 
development in 
other languages 
is unnecessary.

ꞏ Not many peo-
ple in my insti-
tution currently 
speak other 
languages.

ꞏ Monocultural-
ism.

ꞏ Lack of cul-
turally diverse 
collections.

ꞏ Incorporating 
culturally di-
verse resources 
in other  
languages.

ꞏ Identifying 
core resources 
for theology in 
other languag-
es based on 
programs of 
study & focus.

Content level ꞏ There is no 
place for popular 
sources in an aca-
demic library.

ꞏ All students 
should be using 
the same con-
tent-level sources 
in their studies. 

ꞏ Lack of de-
nominational 
“popular” 
sources can 
make collection 
irrelevant for 
students in pas-
toral ministry.

ꞏ Students of 
different cog-
nitive abilities 
can feel over-
whelmed by the 
lack of diversity 
in content level. 

ꞏ Ensure the 
needs of 
students who 
work in pasto-
ral ministry or 
pastoral theol-
ogy are met by 
ordering “pop-
ular” religious 
content when 
applicable.

ꞏ Create equita-
ble collections 
with varied 
content levels, 
incl. general & 
adv. academic 
literature, to 
meet needs of 
students of dif-
ferent abilities.
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get on resources for their research. It is crucial, however, to consider 
that faculty recommendations are usually not done systematically 
throughout the institution (Whipple 2006). This can result in uneven 
collections, which might require additional intervention as well as 
the development of a systematic process for faculty input to ensure 
equal representation of all voices across the collection. It can take 
the form of a communication plan between liaison/collection devel-
opment librarians and the faculty members or of an ongoing com-
munication to help faculty review collections in their research areas 
and make recommendations to fill any gaps they have identified in 
the collection.

Syllabi

        Using course syllabi to identify core texts for each course is an 
essential tool and strategy for collection development. This can fur-
ther ensure that all course-recommended readings are equally rep-
resented in the library collection and that the library provides stu-
dents with equitable access to these core texts.

Selection through Automated Acquisition Providers

EBSCO’s GOBI acquisition platform is one of the most widely used 
providers of library resources in North America. Other vendors in-
clude Midwest Library Service, Coutts Library Services, Harrassow-
itz, etc. Using providers’ platforms allows librarians to have conve-
nient and easy access to many publishers and subjects as well as a 
practical, hands-on method for ordering resources. It also provides 
the ability to set up approval plans, which might be somewhat chal-
lenging to small academic libraries with budget limitations. When 
setting a library profile with a library provider, a librarian will con-
sider classification ranges for the subject parameters represented 
in the curriculum. In addition, it is important to consider non-sub-
ject parameters that may include many DEI-inspired criteria, such 
as different languages, content level (popular, basic studies, gener-
al academic, advanced academic, professional), place of publication, 
non-book format, topical aspects (e.g., religion, social work), and in-
terdisciplinary topics (e.g., Black studies, Hispanic studies, gerontol-
ogy, LGBTQIA2+ studies, Indigenous studies, women’s studies). These 
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interdisciplinary topics in the ordering profiles are essential to con-
sider. In addition, it is important to have a list of publishers for the 
library’s ordering profile. Including smaller theological publishers 
that focus on specific DEI-related themes can increase the visibility 
of these themes in the collection and diversify it so that it encompass-
es a variety of voices.

Periodical Lists / Book Reviews / Publishers’ Catalogues

Additional layers of collection development strategies can come from 
periodical lists, book reviews, and publishers’ catalogues. While au-
tomated acquisition platforms provide a comprehensive picture of 
new publications and are very convenient to use, they might not al-
ways be enough. In some cases, when the resource is produced by 
small presses, religious communities, or other independent pub-
lishers, or when the book is self-published, it might not be includ-
ed in the automated platform. Thus, for example, some publishers 
important to consider for literature on pastoral ministry are: Nova-
lis, Westminster John Knox, Fortress Press, Eerdmans, InterVarsity 
Press (IVP), among others. Furthermore, some subject areas, such as 
canon law, require special collection development strategies due to 
their specificity and unique content. In these cases, reviewing the 
most recent periodical issues to find the “Books received’’ section 
can be beneficial. It will often contain a list of books related to the 
topic of a periodical issue, identify new publications, and provide 
book reviews. Additional book reviews from sources like Review of 
Biblical Literature, Religious Studies Review, Theologische Literatur-
zeitung, and Revue d’histoire ecclésiastique can help make a decision. 
However, reading book reviews is often a time-consuming task and 
may not always be feasible. In addition, by the time book reviews ap-
pear, a significant amount of time has passed.   Consequently, it is also 
helpful to check Amazon lists for theology (sorting by date of publi-
cation) and publishers’ catalogues (print or online). Roy (2017) also 
suggests following publishers and award-winning authors on social 
media for announcements of new publications. Meeting publishers 
at conferences, such as Atla Annual, can help librarians enlarge the 
librarian’s circle of small publishers and help the library learn about 
their new titles. Although libraries can request catalogues from pub-
lishers to review them for new titles, this practice should only serve 
as a supplementary strategy since subject-based selection through 
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periodical lists and service-providers, like GOBI, can provide better 
subject coverage.

It is important to highlight, as Little (2013) points out, that many 
small presses, including religious community publishers in ministry 
and pastoral theology, will be affiliated with a certain denomination. 
They can be considered “biased” towards one denomination; how-
ever, as Little states, these sources “capture contemporary Christian 
thought and practice, and reveal contemporary attitudes towards im-
portant social questions” (119), and are therefore important for theo-
logical collections. They also provide a unique character for local 
collections and can benefit collaboration between institutions from 
different faith traditions.

Approval Plans and Standing Orders

When it comes to placing orders on platforms like GOBI, large aca-
demic libraries often rely on approval plans—automatic purchases 
of monographs based on the criteria specified by a librarian, such as 
subject areas, publishers, publication format, languages, and more. 
Approval plans can help librarians save time, especially if they are 
committed to building comprehensive collections in specific subject 
areas. They can also be a convenient way to add DEI-related topics to 
their collections. Due to budget limitations, small academic libraries 
do not normally rely on approval plans. However, standing orders 
for monographic series can help librarians save time on the selec-
tion process and ensure orders are coming in continuously while the 
librarian locates harder-to-find materials. Reference works can be 
part of standing orders, especially in the case of multi-volume works. 
Special attention needs to be paid to Bible dictionaries, encyclopaedi-
as, handbooks, concordances, Bible commentaries in different faith 
traditions, and language dictionaries (including Hebrew, Latin, and 
Classical Greek).

Selection of Resources by Specific Criteria

Language

Libraries will often collect resources in other languages, especially if 
they have a bilingual student population or if their institution offers 
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advanced degrees in theology. As a librarian from a bilingual univer-
sity in Canada, I have to acknowledge that collecting for a bilingual 
institution can sometimes be challenging, especially taking into ac-
count the lack of resources in specific areas in some languages. Very 
often, francophone students who do not speak English are not able 
to translate material for themselves and require additional support 
with locating sources. In addition, it is important to consider which 
programs are unilingual and which programs are bilingual within 
the university to provide adequate support. It is also important to 
ensure that budget is allocated accordingly when taking into account 
the language of the resource. Many institutions with advanced de-
grees in theology develop collections in such European languages as 
French, German, Italian, Greek, and Spanish. This helps to ensure 
that important works in theology from other continents are accessi-
ble. Some institutions also develop special collections in Indigeneous 
languages to preserve the resources of specific Indigenous peoples. 
Thus, for example, the library of Saint Paul University collects and 
preserves resources in various Indigenous languages, including 
Cree, Slave, Anishinini, Dene, Inuktitut, as well as a few others. The 
collection includes two manuscript dictionaries: one Cree-French 
and the other Slave-French, both complied by Oblate missionaries. 
Other works in the collection in Indigenous languages include mis-
sals, prayer books, grammar manuals, etc.

The challenge of collecting in other languages is often related to 
the language expertise of the collection development librarian. This 
can be addressed through internal and external partnerships. Thus, 
for example, Saint Paul University Library partners with the Indig-
enous center on campus. In addition, some professors might be will-
ing to help with the languages as well, especially when it comes to 
languages that do not use the Latin alphabet (such as Arabic, Cyrillic, 
Georgian, or Greek).

Format (print/electronic)

Deciding on the format of a resource requires careful consideration 
of the user demographics. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many li-
braries have switched to acquiring material in electronic format 
when possible. This, however, comes with a cost, since unlimited 
licences for e-books are usually three to five times more expensive 
than paper copies. Nevertheless, the electronic format can provide 
more equitable access to students and faculty, especially when tak-
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ing distance students into consideration. But it is also essential to rec-
ognize and acknowledge that electronic content might be limited in 
some disciplines.

ILLs and Other Borrowing Requests

Interlibrary loans (ILLs) and other borrowing request data (e.g., re-
quests made in the discovery layer tool) can be an important tool for 
collection development. Analysis of ILL requests can inform a collec-
tion development librarian of the gaps in the collection. It is crucial 
to look for systematic gaps related to DEI themes. While other strate-
gies focus on the “just-in-case” acquisition mode, this strategy can be 
characterized as a “just-in-time” inventory model (Nixon, Freeman, 
and Ward 2011). If the budget allows, this strategy can be used to 
fill those gaps and reflect on whether collection development should 
be adjusted in the future. However, if a library has a limited budget, 
relying on ILLs and other borrowing opportunities is beneficial, es-
pecially for out-of-print resources or resources in other languages.

Evaluation of Collection Use by Library Users

Reviewing borrowing data for both print and electronic resources 
can indicate how the users are using the collection, what resources 
are being circulated, and how these trends can further inform the 
collection development decisions.

Adding Open Access Books and Journals to the Collection

Adding open access books (such as the ones published by Atla Open 
Press) and open access journals can enrich library collections by 
making these resources visible to diverse users in the library cata-
logue. See, for example, the Open Access Digital Theological Library 
(oadtl.org/open-access-journals) and Directory of Open Access Jour-
nals (doaj.org).

http://oadtl.org/open-access-journals
http://doaj.org
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Donations

Donations can be an important tool for growing a library collection, 
especially when the library budget is limited and there is a high need 
to fill the gaps in the collection. Specific donations can also provide 
critical DEI-related materials and help diversify the collection since 
donors usually offer subject-based donations. However, it is import-
ant to remember that donations also require additional human and 
financial resources for sorting, checking, and cataloguing. In addi-
tion, institutions provide certain kinds of tax receipts for donations, 
when applicable. In the US, libraries cannot assign a value to a dona-
tion. Donations that are not accepted can be redistributed to students 
or sent to organizations such as Better World Books.

Cross-checking with Other Local Collections and Consortia

Local library communities can be an essential resource for library 
users if a library has budget limitations. Small academic libraries, 
especially, can rely on community partnerships. Before purchasing a 
resource, it can be beneficial to check if other local libraries already 
own it. However, this strategy has its limitations: inconvenience to 
the users, potential gaps in the collections, and possible future weed-
ing of those materials that are beyond our control.

Special Considerations for Selecting Databases and 
Periodicals

New periodicals and databases can provide enormous value to li-
brary users. Faculty often recommend journals for subscriptions. 
Reviewing faculty publications can also inform the decision about 
journal subscriptions. To stay on top of new journal titles, it is im-
portant to check existing database indexes, the Directory of Open 
Access Journals, and publishers’ announcements. Subscribing to the 
vendors’ email lists is another way to receive news about new jour-
nals or databases. Requesting trials for databases can provide use 
data to help a librarian decide whether there is interest from library 
users.



50 Collection Development in Theological Libraries

Conclusion

This chapter has provided an overview of some collection develop-
ment strategies that libraries can use to diversify their collections. It 
is important to note that these strategies can be applied to building 
current collections as well as filling the DEI-related gaps in the exist-
ing collections (Bowers, Crowe, and Keeran 2017). For retrospective 
collection development, such providers as AbeBooks, Alibris, or Bet-
ter World Books can be helpful.

As Carrigan (1988, 22) stated, “the essence of collection develop-
ment is choice.” This makes the job of a collection development librar-
ian unique because with every choice comes power and responsibil-
ity. It is the power to construct the narrative of your library and an 
impact “on who and what is represented in the scholarly and cultural 
record” (Morales, Knowles, and Bourg 2014, 445–46). The same power 
to make decisions about what resources to order that was often used 
to censor specific topics in the past can now increase the visibility of 
marginalized voices and communities.

Collection development does not happen in a vacuum (Uplaonkar 
and Kalikadevi, 2018). Librarians have to ensure that “their personal 
experiences, perspectives, and biases do not consciously or uncon-
sciously influence” (Johnson 2004, 127) their decision to include or 
exclude certain themes from the collections. Collection development 
librarians “must approach collection development from a certain 
personal and emotional distance and employ analytical skills and 
sound judgement” (Little 2013, 123). This is a responsibility to all cur-
rent and future library users who will rely on these collections to 
tell their stories, inquire about their past, and contribute to scholar-
ship in their field of study. Through diverse collections, the readers 
can experience a more profound sense of belonging and connection. 
Therefore, library collections require a holistic vision to create us-
able library collections. Including multiple voices and perspectives 
in the collection ensures that diverse, equitable, and inclusive col-
lections will meet the needs of all the library stakeholders and can 
remain sustainable for future users. This is the responsible stew-
ardship to which we as theological librarians are called. Being open 
to the “creative potential of difference” can help librarians not only 
to transform library collections, but also to “transform academic li-
braries” as a whole (Brook, Ellenwood, and Lazzaro 2015, 277).
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C H A P T E R  5

Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and 
Anti-racism in Collection  
Development

ANITA COLEMAN

B y pointing out global forces, such as 6,000 languages in 
the world, increasing international migration rates that re-
sult in complex identities, globalization, faster communica-

tion, ease of transportation, and other forces, the 2012 IFLA/UNESCO 
Multicultural Library Manifesto encourages the building of multi-
cultural libraries. The manifesto’s first two core actions (there’s a 
total of five) to “develop culturally and linguistically diverse collec-
tions, including digital and multimedia resources; allocate resources 
for the preservation of cultural expression and heritage, paying par-
ticular attention to oral, indigenous and intangible cultural heritage” 

“Cultural Diversity” or “Multicultur-
alism” refers to the harmonious co-ex-
istence and interaction of different 
cultures, where “culture should be re-
garded as the set of distinctive spiritu-
al, material, intellectual and emotional 
features of society or a social group, 
and that it encompasses, in addition to 
art and literature; lifestyles, ways of liv-
ing together, value systems, traditions 
and beliefs.
– IFLA/UNESCO Multicultural Library 
Manifesto, 2012
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are based on the 2005 UNESCO Convention on the Protection and Pro-
motion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions. The 2005 Convention 
was a milestone in international cultural policy. Ratified by 150 UN 
member states, it affirms diversity as the heart of the creative econo-
my. The cultural sector is now one of the fastest growing areas, mak-
ing up 6.1% of the global economy, powering over 30 million jobs, and 
with an estimated global worth of $4.3 billion. The manifesto also 
includes a short guide for how individual libraries can participate.

The literature on libraries is filled with calls to build multicul-
tural collections, but barriers exist. Globally, the digital divide, ineq-
uitable flows of information between countries, lack of trained staff, 
and funding are some of the challenges which the North American 
and Euro-centric discourse about diversity, equity, inclusion (DEI) 
and anti-racism often exacerbates. To ease some of these barriers, in 
this chapter definitions of DEI and anti-racism are first presented 
from an international perspective and then discussed with examples 
and best practices for library collection development. The goal is to 
empower librarians in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) to 
identify priorities and develop best practices that would preserve lo-
cal, Indigenous, and marginalized voices and make them more glob-
ally visible. Librarians everywhere will find it instructive.

Definitions

Definitions are adapted from the Anti-racism Digital Library (2022), 
which has a glossary of over 200 terms. 

• Diversity encompasses different properties or characteristics 
that make one individual or group different from another. 

• Equity is about dividing resources proportionally to achieve 
a fair outcome. Equity recognizes the important role played 
by the past in human capabilities and achievements in the 
present and for the future and seeks to address them fairly.

• Inclusion engages the community with practices that create 
an environment of belonging. It is best understood when 
juxtaposed against its opposite, exclusion. Inclusion, like an-
ti-racism, creates belonging; exclusion creates othering. 
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• Anti-racism is focused and sustained action, by a mix of peo-
ple which includes inter-cultural, inter-faith, multi-lingual 
and inter-abled communities with the intent to change a sys-
tem or an institutional policy, practice, or procedure which 
has oppressive effects.

21st-century Collection Development:  
Think Globally, Act Locally

Authority, appropriateness, accuracy or timeliness, physical char-
acteristics, collection fit, information quality, demand, content, and 
special characteristics are how information resources have gener-
ally been added to a library collection (Engelson 2015). DEI and an-
ti-racism emerged towards the end of the 20th century (ALA; IFLA/
UNESCO 2012).

There are many ways to incorporate DEI using the principle of 
“think globally, act locally.” One of them is by being aware of gender 
inclusivity and equity in the local context, making inclusion an ex-
plicit policy criterion in library collection policies (Mbambo-Thata 
et al. 2019). Library user groups, especially women, the poor, Indig-
enous persons, and the historically under-represented, can be iden-
tified and named using local thesauri and in consultation with us-
ers. The library should strive to collect materials by these groups of 
authors, not merely provide resources for them as users. The key is 
to identify the marginalized, excluded people. For example, the Aus-
tralian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders (AIATSIS) 
has produced Pathways, a web gateway to thesauri for the collections 
of Indigenous languages and people (AIATSIS, 2021). If the commu-
nity of users isn’t yet fully understood and no thesaurus is available, 
browse the Atla Thesaurus of Religious Occupational Terms, Library 
of Congress Demographic Group Terms, and similar resources. An-
other way is to use the collection levels stated in the library’s poli-
cy—in the US context: out of scope, minimal, basic information, in-
structional support, research, and comprehensive levels—and make 
exceptions inclusive. For example, because children’s books are out 
of scope in a seminary library’s collection development policy, a fac-
ulty member is using their own special collection developed over 
years. The library does not want to absorb the collection, but it names 
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the “user groups” of this collection in its collection policy. With the 
cooperation of the faculty member, the library does a diversity audit 
of the collection to ensure that it is inclusive.

Types of diversity can help set collecting priorities. Some exam-
ples are:

1. Cultural / historical diversity, such as Indigenous knowl-
edge held in oral histories, beliefs, and intangible cultural 
heritage. Indigenous knowledge (IK), historically margin-
alized and traditionally not collected by libraries, has been 
shown to be vital to the development of societies, nations, 
and economies. IK is often endangered because it is linked 
to linguistic diversity, collectively owned, and lacks docu-
mentation. Abioye and Oluwaniyi (2017) provide an excellent 
definition of library collection development as “the means of 
meeting the information needs of the people (a service popu-
lation) in a timely and economical manner using information 
resources locally held, as well as from other organizations.”  
They found that Nigerian federal libraries are engaged in 
IK collection development and preservation despite a lack of 
funding partners and bilingual librarians. 

2. Linguistic diversity, such as dead or dying languages rep-
resented by patrons. Librarians should prioritize resources 
in the language of the users. Be informed about language 
hotspots, i.e., areas of the world with many languages near 
extinction (Living Tongues Institute for Endangered Lan-
guages 2022). Libraries in these regions (and those elsewhere 
with these people) can prioritize their documentation (texts, 
lexicons, dictionaries, A/V materials).

3. Access diversity, such as open access, open educational re-
sources, and theological commons. The open access move-
ment has gained ground, but the global south has become 
disillusioned by exorbitant article processing charges. Open 
access also lacks author geographic diversity (Smith et al. 
2020). Plus, there’s been little work done to integrate open 
access workflows and products into collection development 
(Dyas-Correaia and Devakos, 2014). Librarians must grasp 
these nuances. Librarians in the global north must reach out 
to those in the LMICs, who, however inadequate and inter-
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mittent their digital access may be now, can form alliances 
that enrich the geographic and format diversity of open ac-
cess. At a more prosaic level, Atla Digital Library, OAPEN, and 
Patheos all provide open access content in religion.

4. Source diversity, that is, materials are acquired from mul-
tiple sources. Outsourced collection development is rejected 
or managed stringently so that local selection can take ad-
vantage of local presses and alternative publishers who chal-
lenge mainstream views.

5. Religious diversity, including ecumenism, interfaith, and 
multi-faith studies, as well as folk religions. Christianity has 
emerged through several periods which can be broadly clas-
sified as classical, historical, ecumenical, and the present 
period of global consciousness. In this period of global con-
sciousness, Christianity in the two-thirds world (also called 
the global south) is more dominant than in Europe-America 
and has relationships with other world religions (Center for 
the Study of Global Christianity, 2022). Folk religions and in-
terspirituality are also increasing.

6. Identity diversity, such as users’ experiential differences, 
neurodiversity, and professional diversity. An awareness of 
the special characteristics of users will help the librarian 
meet user needs. For example, learn from Charlie Remy, an 
academic librarian with autism (Remy 2018). 

7. Intellectual diversity beyond conventional representation, 
experience, and points of view. Often “own voices” are miss-
ing in libraries. For example, the Circle of Concerned Woman 
African Theologians began publishing because, as Africans, 
women, and theologians in a male-centered, Western-domi-
nated field they just could not find space for their voices to 
be heard. In the US, WNDB, a successful non-profit that is 
improving children’s literature, started in 2014 from a tweet 
with the hashtag #WeNeedDiverseBooks bemoaning the lack 
of diversity in that field. Representation and “own voices” au-
thorship, as well as materials citing “others” who are not of-
ten cited are critical for intellectual diversity.
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8. Format diversity, such as audio-visual books, movies, 
e-books, and online content. Book industry reports show 
that audio books and e-books have increased in readership 
globally. The proliferation of digital videos and photos has 
outpaced the abilities of libraries to collect them. The spiri-
tuality and religion collection in the Moving Image Archive 
of the Internet Archive has 120,881 movies; within this is a 
sub-collection of Islamic Sermons and Lessons, which com-
prises 160,875 audio files and 40,814 movies. In light of the se-
rials price crisis and declining book acquisitions, open access 
digital content first and rightsizing have become collection 
management priorities (Johnson 2012; Miller and Ward 2022). 
Titles of local and regional significance and titles not often 
held by others are preferred; participation in consortia and 
collaborative activities are employed to meet users’ needs for 
less used materials. Saving Ukrainian Cultural Heritage On-
line is a dramatic example of how people and organizations 
came together to archive Ukrainian libraries’ online content 
when Russia invaded Ukraine. The library’s location in a con-
flict zone should also determine priorities.

Equity-informed Preparatory Practices for Collection 
Development

1. Global South Publishing and Decolonization — Reflect on 
the information divide inequities between the countries of 
the world and how collection development can support the 
de-northernization of the publishing landscape. De-north-
ernization means breaking the many barriers to publish-
ing in LMICs. It also includes decolonization, which simply 
means “decentering whiteness’’ in academic discourse (Cooke 
2020). The Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians, 
established by Mercy Amba Oduyoye, was a result of both her 
own inspiration and the solidarity of Constance Buchanan 
at Harvard University. Oduyoye encouraged African women 
theologians to become members of the Ecumenical Associa-
tion of Third World Theologians. Buchanan created a space 
for African women theologians to spend a year at Harvard 
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researching and writing (Labeodan 2016). Their voices were 
heard, their writings collected and read. This is an example 
of equity on a global level. Another example is the Library of 
Congress and Book Dash (South Africa) partnership to pub-
lish open access born-digital children’s books (Darby 2019). 
Librarians must reclaim their ancient role in publishing.

2. Unconscious Bias Training — “Before engaging in any diver-
sity audit planning, librarians should not only educate them-
selves about libraries, literature, and representation, but also 
reflect upon their own biases and attitudes” (Carmack 2021). 
Resource selection must begin with critical self-awareness. 
All humans have biases, many learned (Zecker 2013). This 
is nothing to be ashamed of. Unconscious (hidden) bias can 
be measured by implicit association tests and corrected with 
lifelong learning. A continuing education program of uncon-
scious bias training and cultural competencies for staff and 
key stakeholders is highly recommended.

3. Prioritization — Prioritization of a subject area is key before 
beginning a diversity audit of the current collection and re-
viewing its policy. Actions will differ in various libraries but 
thinking globally, acting locally for incorporating DEI and 
anti-racism still helps. For example, a library near a language 
hotspot with uncollected Indigenous knowledge could choose 
IK and language diversity collection priorities and strive 
for digital open access. Conversely, anti-racism may not be a 
priority in countries which do not classify people by racial 
categories but rather collect ethnocultural data—ethnicity 
(ancestry or ethnic origin, nationality, Indigenous/Aborig-
inal groups, tribe or caste), language, and religion. In each 
of these examples, resources will be preferred that represent 
and are created by the historically marginalized in their lan-
guage(s), about their religion(s), culture(s), and technologies. 

Conclusion

My library experiences have led me to discover an inspiring corol-
lary to Ranganthan’s (2006) five laws:
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1. Books are for use.

2. Every reader his or her book.

3. Every book its reader. 

4. Save the time of the reader.

5. A library is a growing organism. 

6. Corollary: A growing library experiences growing pains and 
becomes transformational.

Supporting global south publishing with de-northernization, under-
taking individual unconscious bias training, and institutional pri-
oritization of DEI are not easy or comfortable. Using the principle 
of “think globally, act locally” to incorporate DEI and equity-minded 
preparatory practices will transform our libraries and institutions. 
These practices will nurture a keen appreciation of the global land-
scape of users, cultures, and collection items in collection develop-
ment librarians. Such librarians will change unjust systems of epis-
temic supremacy in librarianship and help build just libraries for all 
people.
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C H A P T E R  6

Beginning the Theological  
Library

ELIZABETH A. LEAHY

T heological libraries, as well as theological collections 
within an existing library, all start somewhere. A library 
might begin with a small collection of books given by a profes-

sor or an alumnus, or possibly with a recognized need within your 
organization to begin a collection.

Perhaps this is the challenge before you—how to begin to put 
together the resources that will be useful for the learning context 
you are in and develop the type of collections that will inform and 
shape the religious/theological studies taught at your institution. On 
the other hand, perhaps you are beginning in a position in an es-
tablished library and are entrusted with continuing the work and 
growing the collections further. Whichever circumstance you may 
find yourself in, my hope is that this chapter will provide ideas and 
practical help.
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Context and Calling

As institutions differ, so do their libraries. Spending the time to learn 
and understand the culture of your institution is critical. If you are 
working in a library within your religious/theological tradition, you 
may have some background already—but taking the time to get to 
know long-time faculty and reading resources on the tradition can 
be invaluable as you consider how to shape the collection. This ori-
entation becomes even more important if your background differs 
from that of your institution.

Theological schools have a variety of reasons for existing—to 
train clergy and laity for the practical skills of ministry, to develop 
academicians and scholars, to train educators and missionaries, and 
to provide programs for spiritual nurture and development. Your in-
stitution may do one or more of these activities, each of which may 
require unique resources.

Your school may be a small stand-alone Bible institute or a larg-
er religious/theological school, possibly situated within another 
academic institution. Some librarians may have strong theological 
backgrounds through advanced studies and others may be entering 
into an area of great interest but with a limited background. The first 
theological library that I worked in and developed was in a ministry 
organization with a small number of books that required some orga-
nization. We had few resources at hand—and I had neither a theolog-
ical degree nor one in librarianship—so I had much to learn!

Academic culture at each institution may also differ. Accordingly, 
the role of the librarian may vary considerably from one type of in-
stitution to another. Expectations for who has oversight for collection 
development may be different as well. If we look at a range of insti-
tutions, it is rare that librarian roles and collections are conceived of 
in exactly the same way.

Collection Assessment

When looking for a place to begin, a good first step is to assess the 
collection. Is it a well-defined collection built up over years—or, 
more often, a bit of a hodge-podge with some areas of strength and 
much-needed opportunities for growth?
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Collection assessment has a number of components—the first 
consideration is determining whom your collection serves (your con-
text). Is the focus primarily on the students and secondarily on the 
faculty (or the reverse)? Do you have additional community users 
such as local religious leaders? Do you have partnerships with other 
institutions in your faith tradition or in your geographic area?

Library director Jim Agee (2005) writes that “collection evalua-
tions help librarians better realize what materials are in their col-
lections, and how well they are meeting their collection development 
goals” and sees collection evaluation as one important measure of 
collection development. He adds: “A properly implemented evalua-
tion may help focus concerns, uncover the character of the collection 
already in place, reveal gaps, measure the currency and historical 
depth of the collection, or reflect accuracy of vendor profiles—used 
for slip or approval plans—in meeting collection goals.”

Talk to your users. Recognize that this may mean that you need to 
spend time outside of the library to learn more of what is needed. Get 
input from classroom faculty about what is working or what is miss-
ing. Review their syllabi to see the recommended and required re-
sources, and consider items that will supplement each course. What 
are the research or teaching interests of your faculty and adminis-
tration? How current is the collection, and when has it been weeded? 

Collection assessment is an ongoing concern for librarians—it is 
never “a one and done” activity. As collection development depends 
heavily upon the budget that a library has, most libraries have some 
form of assessment underway on an ongoing basis. This might in-
clude an overall review and then looking at specific areas of the col-
lection for in-depth review each year. If the library has a primary 
focus in curricular support, certain course syllabi and discipline ar-
eas can be selected each year—books of scripture, history of the faith 
tradition, preaching and teaching, etc. Over a several-year period, 
the entire collection can undergo a review.

Curricular Support

For library collections that are designed to support the curriculum, 
you should look first at the resources that the students are expected 
to have accessible. Depending upon the situation of your school and 
your students, students may not be able to afford individual purchas-
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es of texts. If the latter, the library should attempt to own one or more 
copies of the needed titles. Print copies might be placed on reserve, or, 
if the school has the capacity for e-books, these might be considered 
for purchase as well. If the students and the library have reliable in-
ternet access, the librarian can work closely with faculty members to 
encourage adoption of texts that are open access, bringing down the 
cost for students and for the library budget.

As you review the syllabi, consider the listed assignments—will 
there be research papers or presentations? Shorter reports such as 
book reviews? Would it be helpful to have examples from various 
traditions? For instance, if a course is on preaching, the collection 
would be enhanced not only with the required texts but also with re-
sources that show different styles/methods, possibly sample sermons 
and/or sermon illustrations. A course on the history of the church in 
a particular geographic area can be enhanced with biographies of 
church leaders or missionaries, histories of the religious organiza-
tions in the area, creedal and denominational histories, and critical 
works that analyze the period studied.

In many instances, this kind of expansive look may only lead 
the librarian to a few new selections in each area due to budget con-
straints. The work involved is still important as it can assist in setting 
priorities for purchases or gift selections in the future. Theological 
libraries are typically not built overnight—but an awareness of cur-
ricular needs can be of great assistance as you plan for both short 
and long-term growth.

Role of a Collection Development Policy

Whether you are beginning the library or continuing the work, hav-
ing a functional collection development policy can be a key resource 
for funding and gift decisions. Policies can vary greatly in length and 
scope—some policies are a page or two and state how the library will 
support the mission of the school through the collections. Other pol-
icies can be extensive and might list the key subject disciplines and 
the level to which these materials are collected. In a small library, a 
short policy could highlight the disciplinary areas you plan to collect 
(and perhaps, what you do not); the types of materials, such as print 
books, electronic books, journals, databases, and media types; and 
how you plan to handle gifts of resources to the library. Because me-
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dia types can change rapidly, it is wise to update your plan as media 
changes (for instance, moving from VHS tapes to DVDs). If your li-
brary has space constraints, having a plan for weeding the collection 
to maintain currency is also good to include.

A thoughtful collection development policy can take some work 
at the outset, but it is invaluable for goal setting over time. If a donor 
wants to give your library a collection that doesn’t fit your mission or 
space, you will have a written document that shows you have given 
consideration to what will be best for the school overall and be able 
to kindly refuse the gift. If your administration is raising funds for 
academics, having plans for what will improve your collection may 
be helpful. Finally, these policies are often requested if your school 
is being reviewed for an accreditation and can help accreditors di-
rect administrators’ attention to library needs. There are excellent 
resources on preparing different types of collection development 
policies and many schools have their policy on a library website—so 
you can get a sense of what might work best in your institution.

Joys and Challenges of Donated and Gift Materials

Many schools rely upon donated print books and journals to grow 
their collection. Depending upon the original collector of the materi-
als, this may be a boon for your library—or may be a time-consum-
ing project to find the small number of materials that can be valuable. 
Gifts follow the interests of the giver, so having some knowledge of 
the giver is helpful in determining if the gift might be a match. If it 
is feasible, ask if you might see the items before they are packed up 
and delivered to your front door. Clarify within your organization 
that you are the one to make the decision on whether the gift is to be 
accepted (and having the collection development policy in place is a 
help here). This is not always possible, of course. Sometimes a donor 
will give their library linked with a donation to the school. If you 
think this might be possible, it is wise to work with the office that 
handles your financial donations.

There is not a single policy on the best ways to handle gift collec-
tions. Gift books can arrive in excellent condition or can be covered 
in dust and have mold issues. The librarian will need to review each 
title, decide if it is acceptable for the collection, catalog and process 
it. Gifts are time-consuming projects. Much depends upon the budget 
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you have and the amount of time you can allocate to processing col-
lections. No gift is “free”—even if the books are.

Collaboration with Administration

When we think of collection development, the first thing that springs 
to mind is not usually the role of administrators. And yet, they can 
play key roles in how collections are both developed and utilized. 
Much depends on the context and size of your institution.

Clearly, a librarian who works singly in a stand-alone theological 
school will have a significantly different experience than one who 
works as part of a team within a larger university setting. Yet both 
librarians will find their work enhanced through collaboration with 
colleagues.

Dr. Debbie Creamer writes on the importance of librarians learn-
ing how to be a translator or interpreter to their colleagues. Most ac-
ademics train in the scholarship of their discipline and perhaps, to 
a lesser degree, in teaching. Very few have training or background 
in administrative skills—something that librarians often take for 
granted. We learn principles of organizing resources, working with 
budgets, and—in larger libraries—supervising others. We work with 
or write plans and policies and may be involved with accreditation. 
However, our academic colleagues will not know about these skills if 
we are quiet. Creamer suggests reporting in meetings about the ad-
ministrative work you are doing, in addition to reports on the collec-
tions. If there is an opportunity to do so, serve on committees within 
your institution. These committees can serve as bridge-builders to 
allow others to get to know more about you and the library and allow 
you to advocate for what your library needs to be successful (Keck, 
Bidlack, and Creamer, 2019). The one caution is that your committee 
work must not continually take precedence over your work in devel-
oping the library.

Connections in administration can be very helpful as the institu-
tional budget is planned or as funds are raised and grants are writ-
ten. Think of this effort as developing advocates for your library. The 
more an administrator can speak knowledgeably about the library, 
the better. When others in your institution are aware of the work 
that you (and your colleagues) are accomplishing in the library and 
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are aware of the resources needed, you stand a better chance of re-
ceiving what is needed.

If your school has an individual whose work involves writing 
grants, take the time to get to know them and introduce them to your 
library. Sometimes a library purchase can be added to a grant in pro-
cess. For instance, if a faculty member is writing a grant for a project, 
adding some funding for resources to support that project may be 
quite feasible. Perhaps a donor to your institution suggests an undes-
ignated gift in memory of someone special. If administrators work-
ing with grants and donors are aware that you have a wish list, you 
might be pleasantly surprised to receive funding for some items. The 
key is to be prepared.

Collaboration with Teaching Faculty

Exactly what does collaboration look like in the academic environ-
ment? Pham and Tanner (2014, 23) have defined collaboration be-
tween librarians and academic colleagues as “an educationally in-
novative process among academics, librarians and other relevant 
parties who are working together to share knowledge and expertise 
to support the enhancement of teaching, learning and research expe-
riences for the university community.”

Context is important here as well. The role of the librarian in se-
lection of materials for the library may be affected by differences 
between schools, cultural differences between countries, and even 
between departments. In their work reflecting upon three libraries 
in Hong Kong, Ferguson, Nesta, and Storey write:

The role of the librarian, for example, in collection development might 
vary considerably. While in large libraries in North America, collection 
development librarians might be responsible for selecting 90+ per-
cent of what is bought, in a place like Hong Kong they might have to 
get a faculty member to approve every book. (Ferguson, Nesta and 
Storey 2007, 222)

It is important to realize that many, if not most, of your academic 
colleagues may have a limited understanding of what your library 
offers or how it is organized. This limitation may be predicated upon 
their experience at another institution. As new faculty are hired, 



74 Collection Development in Theological Libraries

make the effort to get to know them. I see this annually as a new 
opportunity to share about our library collections and programs—to 
distinguish our library from ones they might have been affiliated 
with in the past. Think about ways to connect your collection and 
programs with their teaching and research interests.

While much of the literature on collaboration with faculty in-
volves bibliographic instruction, there is still an important role in 
working with faculty to develop their advocacy for a strong library 
collection. Consider opportunities to bring faculty into the library 
for meetings, have small celebrations, and highlight new additions 
to your collection. Get to know the research and teaching interests 
of your colleagues by scheduling time with them over coffee or tea, 
and through this find ways to connect the library to what they are 
doing. The more that these colleagues know about the collections and 
what the library is attempting to do, the more helpful they can be in 
encouraging students to use the resources and making recommenda-
tions for good additions. Faculty members may also be aware of their 
colleagues at other institutions who may be retiring and seeking to 
contribute their personal library collections somewhere. Perhaps 
those collections might find a home in your library.

Collaboration with Library Networks and Associations

One of the finest traits of librarians is the generosity they have in 
sharing ideas and resources with others, not only with those in their 
own institutions but with other librarians in the same geographic 
area, and even through international collaboration. I have person-
ally benefited through my involvement with Atla and locally with 
the Southern California Theological Library Association (SCATLA). 
Each organization has enabled me to gain from the expertise of oth-
ers while giving me opportunities to share my resources and exper-
tise, too. When I was a new theological librarian beginning a library, 
several library directors in the area reached out to me and offered 
duplicate journals from their collection to assist my small start-up 
collection.

In a study of library directors and key librarians in Oman, par-
ticipants expressed interest in collaborative relationships at both the 
institutional and individual level. The writers found “The three most 
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important advantages of collaboration were emphasized. They are: 
to enlarge and improve the library services, including increasing us-
ers’ access to inter‐library information resources; to reduce costs by 
sharing manpower and resources; and to share experience through 
communication and enhance skills and knowledge of staff through 
collaborative training” (Al-Harrasi and Al-Aufi 2012, 240). Depend-
ing on both the location and collection type, librarians can also in-
vestigate collaborative collection development, where two or more li-
braries commit to purchasing certain unique titles that can be made 
available to all of the libraries in the collecting group.

However, not all parts of the world have ready access to regional 
networks of librarians. Julia Gross and Aminath Riyaz (2004) detail a 
collaboration between an academic library in Western Australia and 
one in the Republic of Maldives, brought together through a Link In-
stitution project funded by the World Bank. Their project seeks to in-
crease library resources and training in countries with limited num-
bers of trained librarians,  improve access to collections, and help to 
set standards in place with collection development goals. If a library 
has at least some internet access, finding librarians who are willing 
to assist with questions no longer requires geographic proximity. For 
theological librarians, there are a variety of networks international-
ly, including Atla, ANZTLA (Australia and New Zealand), BETH (Eu-
rope), and ForATL (Forum of Asian Theological Librarianship). There 
are also other associations of academic and/or specialized librarians 
(outside of the religious/theological studies arena), so it is advanta-
geous to see if your library might participate. Not only will you form 
new friendships, but you will find opportunities to learn from one 
another and to strengthen collections that can advance the work of 
your school.
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C H A P T E R  7

Collection Assessment  
Is for Everyone!

TAMMY JOHNSON

W ho needs collection assessment? Everyone! Customari-
ly, libraries acquire new materials through both purchas-
es and gifts. A tenet commonly held in libraries is that 

none of these materials should ever be thrown away. However, col-
lection development is an active term; it implies the collection is con-
stantly being reshaped through acquisitions and weeding, growing 
in some areas and shrinking in others. One method of determining if 
the collection is timely and useful for the library’s current constitu-
encies is to do an assessment of the collection. Collection assessment 
is the tool that provides the data or information to shape the collec-
tion. Collection assessment asks questions such as, “Should all the 
items that are currently in our library be part of the collection?” or, 

“Does that pastoral care book from 1953 really contain information 
that contributes to the knowledge of 21st-century practitioners?” For 
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a vibrant, growing collection, assessment should always accompany 
collection development.

Why Collection Assessment?

Collections are made to be used. This does not mean, however, that 
collections gathered over the years have the materials that support 
their communities’ actual use today or support the curriculum and 
mission of their institutions. Since usage and users change over time, 
the collections must evolve to match those changes. Collection as-
sessment makes this evolution possible. Information gleaned from 
assessments can contribute to overall collection development goals. 
For example, if a previous  collection development policy states that 
there is a strength in a subject area, an assessment of that subject 
area can determine if the strength still exists.

The term assessment can be daunting. Sometimes it is immediate-
ly equated with huge costs and considerable amounts of personnel 
time. Yet, there are many types of assessment that can be done with 
the local catalog or software on hand in most libraries. The assess-
ments can be structured in a manner that does not demand many 
staff hours, so that resources can be deployed for an assessment in a 
manner that aligns with a given library’s financial realities. Inten-
tionally designed assessments can, therefore, maximize the resourc-
es already at a library’s disposal to account for most of the necessary 
elements of assessment.

Information or data is an integral part of the assessment. Data 
about the collection allows for an analysis that answers an assess-
ment’s questions and helps library staff achieve assessment goals. 
Data can be gathered using either quantitative or qualitative tech-
niques, or both.

Quantitative measures involve numerical inquiries about a li-
brary. These methods may include usage statistics for access, compar-
isons of titles, and budget numbers (Kohn 2015, 13–14). Circulation 
numbers can also provide useful information about usage of library 
materials, while an investigation of interlibrary loan statistics may 
give clues to gaps within a collection. Other quantitative data is 
also accessible within the library’s environment. Network informa-
tion from logons can reveal whether acquired materials are being 
accessed. Authentication tools such as Open Athens and OCLC’s EZ 
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Proxy Analytics provide usage and user information. Counting On-
line Usage of Networked Electronic Resources (COUNTER), a system 
generally used by vendors such as JSTOR, Brill, and Alexander Street 
Press, also supplies user access data to customers. The software in-
dicates which titles are accessed, which are turned away, and any 
access denials. Cost-per-use statistics can be derived from COUNTER 
reports (Mellins-Cohen n.d., 3). Data on access and cost is valuable for 
collection development decisions by providing information for deci-
sion making regarding future purchases, subscriptions, and weed-
ing the collection.

The quality of a collection can also be another area of assessment. 
Qualitative data methods include using devices such as surveys, fo-
cus groups, library narratives, or other means of investigation that 
give insight into the way patrons value the collection (Kohn 2015, 
6–7). Administering user surveys is a means to amass data about 
library collections. For example, a survey may ask questions such 
as “Is the collection robust enough to support user needs for a given 
topic?” or “Are print titles preferable to e-books?” Even asking pa-
trons questions like “Do you use library serials?” will reveal infor-
mation about the library collection’s usage. Sometimes it is best to 
use a combination of qualitative and quantitative information. Kelly 
and O’Gara (2018, 20) suggest using such a combination or a “holistic 
approach.” This type of assessment examines the formats of a collec-
tion and its use by the library. A “holistic approach” provides a larger 
view than a single subject or a subset of users; it examines the en-
tirety of all involved in the endeavor, both users and materials. Clar-
ifying what type of measurement to use—quantitative or qualitative 
or both—helps lay the foundation for a successful assessment. Since 
any given library is inundated with internal and external data, the 
key is selecting the proper data that supports the assessment being 
performed.

Elements of Collection Assessment

A successful assessment organizes the methods and data in a man-
ner or narrative that can lead to useful information about the col-
lection. The process begins by asking a question about the collection. 
The next step is to use that question to formulate a goal that is tied 
to the mission of the library. The goal can be used to decide if the 
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measurement should be qualitative, quantitative, or a combination 
of the two. This step is followed by creating or using an assessment 
tool or process that will complete the goal and answer the question. 
Next, the information is gathered and the assessment is done. Then 
findings should be shared with pertinent persons. The final step is to 
take actions indicated by the assessment findings.

Developing the Question or Subject of the Assessment

As mentioned above, the process begins by asking a question about 
the collection to determine what needs to be answered (Kohn 2015, 
2–3). A question that is too broad can lead to inaction or misman-
agement of resources due to the scope of the activity. The question 
should be derived from the library’s context. A database that has 
heavy usage in one library may not have the same usage in another 
library. For example, say it is time to renew a subscription for da-
tabase X. Library A may automatically renew because every month 
the statistics reveal very heavy usage. Library B will have to do an 
assessment because the usage data is not as readily available. There-
fore, the question for library B might be, “Are online users using da-
tabase X?” A focused assessment can lead to a specific answer that 
can lead to an action to improve the collection, either by weeding, by 
adding titles, or by making other adjustments (3–4).

Creating the Assessment Goal

After formulating the question, the assessor creates a goal. The goal 
could also be as simple as, “Determine if library B should renew da-
tabase X.” On the other hand, any given library may have a more 
complex goal, such as “The goal is to determine whether database X 
can be dropped and if the subsequent funds saved can be used to buy 
other necessary resources.” A clearly defined goal helps organize the 
project around the proper assessment method for investigation. Thus, 
such a goal will “guide the process” (Gregory 2019, 106).
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Selecting the Assessment Tool

After the goal is determined, the assessment tool must be selected. 
If a tool is not readily available through previous assessments or 
subscriptions, the assessor determines tools, software, processes, 
or devices that can be used to do the assessment and fit within the 
realm of the resources available to the library. Since libraries are 
set in a specific context, each assessment requires tailoring the study 
to specific conditions and goals. Elmer E. Rasmuson Library at the 
University of Alaska Fairbanks offers an example of using a quali-
tative assessment method. The library had hired a full-time person 
to repair circulating books. However, the number of books sent for 
repair was lower than anticipated (Rinio 2016, 193). The librarians 
suspected that a large number of items needing repairs were being 
reshelved rather than routed to the repair person, so they created 
a two-part assessment of the collection to determine if there was a 
need to employ a full-time repair person. One part of the assessment 
examined the physical condition of the entire collection and anoth-
er part examined the condition of circulating books. The assessment 
revealed that indeed many of the circulating books should not have 
been re-shelved upon return to the library. Several items were dam-
aged and should have been routed to the technician (207). A qualita-
tive assessment tool selected in the case at Rasmuson was the proper 
tool to use in that context.

Reporting the Assessment Findings

Once the assessment is completed, the results are shared with others. 
Depending on the reporting structure within the organization, in-
formation can be shared with your team, supervisor, or other parties 
in the library. The assessment data may indicate that budgetary re-
sources are needed to address the issues found in the collection. Per-
sonnel training may be needed. Even if a librarian is in a one-person 
shop, there may be other stakeholders such as administrators, facul-
ty, or students that could benefit from learning about the outcomes 
of an assessment.
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Post-assessment Actions

The last thing to do is take necessary actions indicated by the assess-
ment and the existing collection development policies. For example, 
if an assessment reported that database X had little use, the action 
may indicate the database should be dropped. The library may need 
to replace database X with a different database to fulfill the collec-
tion development needs in a given subject area.

Not every assessment has to be designed and carried out by a sole 
library. Vendors or various library associations may also be able to 
provide statistics, software, or other tools to be used in examining a 
library’s holdings. For example, Gold Rush, a product of the Colorado 
Alliance of Research Libraries, has software that can be used in as-
sessments. The product contains title lists from several sources. This 
component allows the titles of a library to be compared against other 
title lists from services including aggregators, publishers, and index-
ing and abstracting sources (Colorado n.d.). The fee for Gold Rush’s 
MARC record comparison tool can range from free to “at cost” (Ma-
chovec 2021). Eastern Academic Scholars’ Trust (EAST), an organiza-
tion concerned with maintaining a collaborative print collection for 
long-term access, used Gold Rush to analyze the number of member 
library holdings to identify any unique titles and any overlap (Stea-
rns 2021).

Some vendor products may have costs associated with usage. 
Worldshare Collection Evaluation, available through the OCLC 
Worldshare Platform, may be used for collection analysis. The pro-
gram allows participating libraries to examine their own holdings 
and compare holdings with other libraries. An institution can use 
title lists to identify unique and shared titles. The library’s subscrip-
tion level with OCLC determines its cost of access to the Worldshare 
Collection Evaluation product (OCLC n.d.).

Proquest also has an assessment tool called the Intota Assessment 
Platform. The product is distributed by ExLibris Knowledge Center, 
a Proquest company. The Intota Assessment Platform provides quick 
access to usage statistics such as COUNTER reports for e-books and 
journals with turn-away data, usage by fund, and database informa-
tion. Library reports include cost by subject, publisher, and circu-
lation data. Intota also has a component named 360 Usage Statistics 
that provides title-by-title information for journals and databases. 
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The various features of the Intota Assessment Platform are available 
depending upon the subscription level of the library (Proquest, n.d.).

Lack of funding or the inability to acquire external vendor re-
sources should not be a deterrent to collection assessment, however. 
Free tools and workflows can be adapted to answer some of the ques-
tions of assessment. Many characteristics of a collection can be re-
vealed by simply using the local catalog or integrated library system 
(ILS). Reports can be run for certain classification areas or subject 
headings for lists of titles in that area. A combination of reports with 
circulation counts and classification and/or subject headings can 
reveal which materials from an area in the library have circulated. 
Acquisition reports can be created to determine areas of large costs. 
If the goal is to reduce expenditures in a library, the ILS can provide 
a comparison of costs within the various fund codes. A great deal 
of useful assessment data about the collection, then, can be derived 
from the ILS.

Librarians are the most valuable sources of information about 
assessments, assessment tools, or processes. Formal or informal as-
sessments are generally ongoing in many libraries. Questions about 
expenditures, weeding, space for new materials, formats, and so 
forth are central to the continuous process of collection development. 
Thus, consulting with and learning from librarians at other institu-
tions, regional associations, or consortia can be a fruitful way of re-
fining and enriching your own assessment process.

Example of an Assessment

The collections staff at John Bulow Campbell Library (JBCL) at Co-
lumbia Theological Seminary (CTS) used an assessment strategy that 
has been employed at libraries worldwide—a comparison between 
the local catalog and catalogs at other institutions. Quick questions 
regarding collection development funds needed to be answered. A 
free assessment would save time and money. Recently, CTS added an 
online component to its Master of Arts (Theological Studies) (MATS) 
degree program. A MATS student can now seek a degree as an on-
line-only student or as a residential student. The program has five 
areas of concentration: Old Testament, New Testament, theology, 
church history, and ethics (MA(TS), n.d.). To support the addition of 
an online component to the MATS degree program, the library was 
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given a slight budget increase. Allocation of these new funds needed 
to happen judiciously. The question was whether additional online 
reference materials might need to be purchased for each area. An as-
sessment of each program area was needed to determine if the exist-
ing online reference titles in the CTS library catalog were adequate 
for the new program.

In order to keep the assessment manageable in terms of time and 
personnel, the church history area was chosen as the first area of 
assessment. Over the years, this program had been well supported by 
acquisitions, making it the best area to examine first. Therefore, the 
goal of the assessment was to determine whether CTS has adequate 
online reference materials to support the church history online 
MATS program. Lessons learned from this assessment could be used 
for examining the other areas of the MATS. The assessment goal ties 
into CTS’s mission to prepare students for leadership in ministry in 
the world (CTS n.d., “Mission”). The titles would be limited to Christi-
anity, as most of the students at CTS are Christian. Furthermore, only 
titles from the last five years would be included in the assessment 
to increase the probability that the titles would still be available for 
purchase if necessary. The assessment was done by comparing titles 
in the CTS catalog with titles in peer libraries. A qualitative assess-
ment used existing and available resources. A single staff person, the 
librarian that works in collection development, did the assessment. 
No cost was associated with checking catalogs. Peer comparison of 
similar libraries using lists was the best fit for this assessment be-
cause it offered verifiable evidence of the presence of reference titles 
purchased by other libraries.

The library catalogs of five seminary or divinity libraries were 
examined. The Association for Theological Schools (ATS) website and 
information gathered from the CTS administrative body helped de-
termine which five libraries would serve as peer libraries. Two of the 
five were considered peer institutions due to similar areas of study, 
similar historical denominational ties, and similar seminary com-
munity sizes. The other three were larger and considered by some to 
be the “standard bearers,” or some of the best theological libraries in 
the country. The larger schools’ libraries are considered aspirational 
peers and served as controls for the evaluation. If a title found in a 
peer library was not found in either of the larger libraries, further 
study would be warranted. For example, the publisher and publica-
tion year, as well as how the title might fit into the MATS program, 
were areas considered.
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After the peers were selected, the assessment was ready to start. 
Titles were searched in the similarly sized libraries’ catalogs and 
then searched in the larger libraries’ catalogs. One Library of Con-
gress subject heading, Church History, served as the search term. 
The term was combined with two subdivisions: Encyclopedias and 
Dictionaries. The terms were used as subject headings and also 
searched as title and keyword combinations: “church history ency-
clopedia” and “church history dictionary.” The last search examined 
the subject heading and each subdivision term singularly as a key-
word and title search. Each search was limited to the specific area of 
the history of Christian churches. Limiters were used if available in 
the catalog to fit the specifications of the assessment. For example, if 
the term “dictionary” was searched, the limiters used were “Christi-
anity,” “electronic,” or “e-books” and “date range including the years 
2017 to 2021.” After a list of titles was compiled from the findings, the 
titles were then searched in the CTS catalog.

The comparisons of lists of reference titles in Christian church 
history proved to be useful by identifying titles that did and did not 
need to be added to the CTS online collection. For instance, each of 
the peer institutions and two of the three larger institutions owned 
an encyclopedia on early Christianity that CTS did not own in print. 
However, CTS had access to an e-book version of the title through a 
subscription, so no action needed to be taken for the collection with 
regard to that title at this time. Another encyclopedia on the history 
of Christianity in the United States was held by each of the five li-
braries. One of the peer institutions and one of the larger libraries 
had e-book holdings of the title. CTS owned a print copy of the ency-
clopedia. After gathering more information on the book owned by all 
the libraries, the assessor determined that CTS should buy the online 
reference edition for the online MATS church history concentration. 
The assessment, in this case, led to an action that addressed a collec-
tion development need. The result was shared with acquisitions so 
that the necessary title could be purchased.

Conclusion

Everyone needs collection assessment. Students change, curricu-
la change, and the culture changes, so the collection must change. 
Though there may be a case in a specific context when a library 
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needs to pay for a tool in order to perform an assessment, neither the 
assessment at Rasmusson nor the assessment at CTS had exorbitant 
financial strings attached. Regardless of the cost, it is important to 
remember that the library holdings have to be tended to. As the col-
lection grows, it must be weeded. Assessment tools, whether paid or 
free, can lead to a vibrant, thriving collection. Colleagues, vendors, 
and the local ILS may provide the tools for assessment. Whether it 
be a large, complex look at the collection or a small examination of a 
degree area, an assessment can help keep the collection dynamic and 
evolving as it seeks to continually serve its community.
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C H A P T E R  8

Reference Sources  
for Small Seminaries
Prospects and Challenges

YESAN SELLAN

A cquiring reference sources is often a challenging task 
for small libraries due to lack of established procedures in-
volved in acquisition. This essay attempts to answer ques-

tions related to the development of reference sources in small semi-
nary libraries. Small libraries can be defined as theological libraries 
that have five or fewer full time equivalent staff and/or serve insti-
tutions with an enrollment of less than 200 FTE (Stephens 2016, 29). 
The scholarly productivity of academia depends on the availability 
of balanced reference sources accessible through their libraries.

How can I improve my library’s reference collections? How might 
I acquire more reference resources for the library with a minimum 
investment? Will the current library resources suffice to support the 
programmes my institution offers, now and in the future? These are 
some of the daunting questions the librarians and administrators of 
small theological institutions are likely to ask.
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The library supports the academic pursuits of the faculty mem-
bers and students by providing a carefully curated collection of re-
sources. Absence of quality learning resources would make a library 
simply a storeroom with books. Academic libraries exist to achieve 
the mission and vision of the institutions they serve. Libraries have  
a mandate to contribute to the growth and development of teaching 
and learning activities of the faculty members, students, and alumni/
ae. Stephens (2016, 31) aptly reiterates that seminary libraries exist 
to cater to the information needs of their patrons, particularly the 
groups mentioned above, by understanding who they are and what 
they need. Therefore, when acquiring learning resources, an aca-
demic library must carefully endeavor to fill any gaps in the refer-
ence collection and avoid adding irrelevant, redundant resources. 
The collective and collaborative efforts of the faculty members, ad-
ministrators, and the librarians can help identify relevant sources 
and thus help improve reference services offered by libraries.

Developing library resources in general requires systematic 
planning and the execution of clear policies. The collection develop-
ment policy of a library plays a major role in developing its holdings. 
It is the responsibility of the librarians to develop and adopt a collec-
tion development policy, in consultation with the faculty members, 
for their libraries. The collection development policy of a library re-
flects the institution’s mission and vision. Thus, the library collection 
development policy plays a major role in providing practical guide-
lines for the library staff, enabling them to add learning resources 
systematically and weed out resources that do not meet the needs of 
the users. The acquisition of a good reference collection is an import-
ant task of the librarians to address the information needs of library 
patrons. Librarians’ knowledge of current trends in the theological 
disciplines and familiarity with the acquisition process help them 
strengthen their library’s resources. As Hattendorf (1989, 228) right-
ly notes, the development of a reference collection is an art when it 
is done well.
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The Importance of the Reference Collection  
in a Seminary Library

As Kansfield (1980, 83) observes, the mission of theological libraries is 
to preserve, transmit, and advance theological knowledge. Undoubt-
edly, seminary libraries have contributed immensely to the growth, 
spiritual formation, and ministerial training of pastors, evangelists, 
and ministers. The collections of historical and current theological 
works available in seminary libraries are of great importance for 
theological education.

Reference collections provide background and historical informa-
tion for further research in any discipline. The reference collections 
in a seminary library include commentaries, encyclopedias, hand-
books, dictionaries, atlases, and other multi-volume works which 
cover biblical, theological, and historical topics. Exorbitant prices, 
limited finances for acquisition, and non-availability of reference 
works are some of the challenges librarians need to overcome while 
adding reference works. Small seminaries in the majority world of-
ten find it especially challenging to add to their core collections of 
reference works. Meeting such challenges requires clarity, careful 
planning, and support from administration and faculty members. 
Clearly defining the intended use of reference collections in libraries 
will help librarians proactively develop them (Colson 2007, 174) and 
make it easier to solicit support from faculty and administrators.

Theological libraries have an important role in supporting the 
academic programmes offered by seminaries. Irrespective of the size 
of the seminary or level of education offered by it, the library ex-
ists and grows with the institution. Hence, the institutional growth 
plan should include library development. A seminary library is as 
important a place of learning as the chapel and classroom, due in no 
small part to the reference collections held in the library that offer 
historical and background research information. Although it is an 
undeniable fact that theological libraries significantly contribute to 
the spiritual formation of students and faculty, there is a general ten-
dency, prevalent among seminary leaders, to make library develop-
ment a lower priority compared to building offices and classrooms. It 
is important for the seminary’s administration to include librarians, 
especially while planning and developing the library. The library 
should get its allocation of funds from institutional operational bud-
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gets. Any compromise on funding allocation for library acquisitions 
would lead to scarcity of learning resources for students and create a 
pedagogical vacuum (Lincoln 2004, 7).

Overcoming Challenges to Reference  
Collection Development 

Small seminaries in the majority world often face challenges in 
meeting their operational costs and their obligations to hold a huge 
number of donated books regardless of relevance or usefulness. Lack 
of budget provisions for acquisitions for the reference collection, ab-
sence of a collection development policy, and inadequately trained li-
brarians are some of the problems faced by small seminary libraries 
in the majority world.

Theological libraries and librarians face the herculean task of de-
veloping a seminary library collection able to provide resources for 
the growth and development of scholarly productivity among faculty 
members and students. No library can afford to procure all resourc-
es needed by its users. One of the major reasons seminary adminis-
trators and librarians seek to develop their library resources is to 
meet the requirements set by the accreditation agencies.

Library resources are added not just to fulfill the standards of 
accreditation bodies but also to meet the needs of newly introduced 
academic degree programs and courses. According to Dr. Rangana-
than’s fifth law of library science, the library is a growing organ-
ism. It grows in terms of resources added to the library to meet the 
information needs of an increasing and diverse number of users. It 
is agreed that most academic libraries were shaped by the research 
needs of their faculties (Nichols and Rumsey 2001, 19).

There are challenges in developing library reference resources. 
As we know, majority-world theological seminary libraries face more 
financial challenges compared to their counterparts in North Ameri-
ca and elsewhere. Due to the scarcity of funds, seminaries often oper-
ate in maintenance mode, which results in allocating less funding or 
no funding for the library’s acquisitions budget. Lack of support from 
faculty members can be another disadvantage for librarians seeking 
to acquire reference works, since faculty members’ suggestions are 
critical in identifying resources for each field of study. Collaboration 
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with faculty members is thus very important. Theological library 
staff play an important role in achieving the collection development 
goals of the library, so any lack of awareness, technical skills, and 
cooperation among the library staff would derail such development.

Reference Works in Print versus Electronic Format 

Libraries must navigate the challenge of providing necessary refer-
ence works while also handling the changing information needs of 
patrons and their access to the available resources. Library admin-
istrators should decide whether to acquire reference works in print 
and/or in electronic format. Based on his survey, Lincoln (2013, 42) 
observes that most of the instructors and students from Atla-affiliat-
ed libraries prefer reference works and bible commentaries in elec-
tronic format. Providing reference works in electronic format is con-
venient for users who can access them from anywhere. They are easy 
to search to locate relevant information, and they do not cause any 
storage problems. On the other hand, print reference sources may 
be less expensive compared to those in electronic format. However, 
library users often need to spend considerably more time to search 
and locate information from print reference works. Adequate inter-
net connections, desktop computers, and network facilities should be 
developed to provide electronic reference works for libraries.

Librarians, in consultation with the faculty members, must care-
fully plan what type of reference resources should be provided in 
print and/or online/digital format. Decisions must be made while 
keeping in mind current users’ needs and academic programmes’ re-
quirements.

Low-cost Electronic Resources

Ease of search and retrieval of content and remote access are rea-
sons for an increased demand for access to electronic resources by 
academicians. Subscribing to online electronic resources can be a 
challenge for libraries with limited finances. The following are some 
low-cost options for providing access to online theological resources.
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The Global Digital Theological Library (GDTL) has an online li-
brary that offers subscriptions to majority-world libraries for a small 
fee calculated according to FTE. The GDTL provides access to e-books, 
journal articles, and other open access repositories. The Christian 
Library Consortium (CLC) of the Association of Christian Librari-
ans (ACL) occasionally offers special or discounted e-book packages 
from various publishers. While considering e-book packages, librar-
ies need to choose whether a single-user or unlimited-user license 
would be more feasible financially. Through its CLC arrangement, 
SAIACS was able to add e-book titles to its collection in 2010. It was 
undoubtedly a step forward for the South Asia Institute of Advanced 
Christian Stuides (SAIACS) library to subscribe to JSTOR, Blooms-
bury Collections, and the GDTL to enhance the availability of learn-
ing resources. Atla’s special pricing policy for majority-world librar-
ies has enabled SAIACS to subscribe to the Atla Religion Database 
with Serials.

Open Access Resources

Librarians can prepare and regularly update a list of freely avail-
able open access electronic resources, which can complement print 
collections available in the library. This helps libraries to support 
the growing information needs of faculty members and students. 
Faculty members and students can be encouraged to become indi-
vidual members of the Internet Archive, an online library that al-
lows its members to access thousands of digitized books through a 
controlled digital lending (CDL) programme. The Open Access Digital 
Theological Library (OADTL) curates electronic resources available 
in the field of religion, theology, philosophy, and other related disci-
plines from various open access online repositories and other digital 
libraries. Content available in the OADTL can be of great value to the 
library patrons without any financial impact on the library budget. 
Regular user education and awareness training programmes offered 
by libraries will help improve access to the open access content (Sel-
lan and Sornam 2017, 98).
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Donations

The Theological Book Network (TBN), Langham Literature Trust, and 
many other organizations support majority-world libraries by facil-
itating redistribution of donated books. Another way to strengthen 
library collections is to contact retired or retiring professors whose 
personal library collections will be advantageous in filling gaps in 
the library’s collection. These personal library donations carry on 
the legacy of professors and missional leaders. At the same time, li-
braries should not become a dumping place for unwanted donations 
of non-academic materials. To avoid space problems, libraries should 
accept only a limited number of books of fiction, biographies, and de-
votional literature. The collection development policy must explicitly 
specify how to handle donations and include guidelines in accepting 
and acknowledging donations received from individuals.

Interlibrary Loan and Regional Collaborative  
Initiatives

Local and regional library networks can be of great help in improv-
ing access to resources for patrons. Libraries do not need to invest 
in rarely used resources that can be either borrowed or consulted 
through library networks. Librarians can engage in dialogue with 
other colleagues in the region to form mutually beneficial networks 
for sharing resources and services. Libraries can mutually agree to 
avoid redundancy in their collections and focus on developing core 
collections of reference works. Regionally published literature offers 
background information for study of culture and ministry of a par-
ticular context. Therefore libraries must make efforts to acquire in-
digenous publications such as souvenirs, newsletters, and journals 
to preserve and strengthen the reference sources published locally 
which are otherwise not available from other libraries.
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Suggestions

Developing reference collections in small seminaries requires sup-
port from administrators, faculty members, and librarians. Regular 
evaluation of learning resources available online and in print will 
help librarians assess the relevance and usefulness of such collec-
tions. Theological librarians need to be proactive in collaborating 
with faculty members and research scholars to identify their current 
research needs and familiarize themselves with trends in research 
and publishing. Librarians should also explore the possibilities of be-
coming members of local, regional, national, and international theo-
logical librarians’ forums for mutual benefit. Librarians also need to 
keep themselves abreast of developments in the LIS profession.

The following are a few suggestions for growing and improving 
resources, particularly reference sources, available in small semi-
naries:

1. In consultation with faculty members and the library com-
mittee, formulate a collection development policy which re-
flects the mission and vision of the institution.

2. Evaluate the present reference collection in light of plans to 
introduce changes in the curriculum. 

3. Assess whether the existing collection needs any weeding to 
keep the collection more relevant and useful. 

4. Collaborate and partner with faculty members to identify 
gaps in the subject areas of library reference collections and 
add reference collections based on the input received from 
them (Sellan 2021, 9). Such collaboration with faculty mem-
bers is one of the keys for effective collection development 
(Cooper et al. 2017). 

5. Seek partnerships with parent institutions and other theolog-
ical colleges for collection development and resource sharing 
in order to reduce the financial burden on the individual li-
braries (Reekie 2010, 207). 

6. Ascertain the faculty members’ perception of the adequacy of 
small libraries’ collections and instill in them an awareness 
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of the importance and usefulness of their input in improving 
the library collections (Bidlack 2007, 59). 

7. Focus more on current curricular and research needs rather 
than planning for future needs. 

8. Consult with colleagues in other libraries to learn from their 
experiences.

Conclusion

The quality of theological education depends on the quality of learn-
ing resources available in seminary libraries. Library collections 
add value to the programs offered by seminaries. Hence, developing 
a reference collection in a seminary library is an important task that 
requires careful evaluation, systematic planning, reasonable fund-
ing, emphasis on acquisition of regional publications, and collab-
oration with faculty members and other networks. A well curated 
reference collection focuses on academic needs of faculty members 
and students and plays an important role in the library’s service to 
theological education.
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C H A P T E R  9

Developing Future-proof Library 
Collections
The Case of International Baptist Theological Study Centre

PIETER VAN WINGERDEN

L ibraries have often been a central element in a residen-
tial community of seminary students. It is not uncommon 
for seminaries with on-site living arrangements to provide 

access to the library to residential students around the clock. Espe-
cially in facilities with shared dormitories, the library can be a hav-
en of rest for students in search of physical space and headspace for 
reading, writing, and studying. Many a seminary student will have 
fond memories of working in peace and quiet in secluded corners in 
the library. By providing these arrangements, the library fulfilled its 
mission of providing the students that they serve with the resources 
they need to complete their studies.

And then the pandemic struck. Students were forced to socially 
distance from each other. Many libraries closed their on-site facili-
ties and limited lending services. Sometimes students were locked 
down into their dormitories, or even sent home. For many this was 
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an unmitigated disaster. If we can identify one thing that the pan-
demic did for seminaries worldwide, it was to highlight the impor-
tance of digital resources for seminary students.

With the experience of the pandemic fresh in our minds, many 
seminary libraries have been forced into forward thinking more 
quickly than normally would have happened. Confronted with the 
problems of only having limited electronic resources, many libraries 
had to scramble to provide at least a rudimentary service to their stu-
dents. As a result, in many libraries, a process of evaluation and stra-
tegic planning for the future has now started. As many workplaces 
in the Western world move towards a more blended way of working, 
seminary libraries will have no choice but to follow suit if they want 
to remain relevant. As the community of distance-learning students 
continues to grow, seminary libraries have received a much-needed 
prod from the pandemic towards more innovative and future-proof 
thinking.

In what follows, I will first describe how my own institution, the 
International Baptist Theological Study Centre (or IBTS for short), has 
diversified its collection by  formulating separate goals for our print 
and electronic holdings. I will then look at the impending paradigm 
shift from print-centered to digital-centered collections and suggest 
strategic ways forward to catalyse the change that many seminary 
libraries see on the horizon and may have no choice but to adopt.

The Case of IBTS

Our institution said farewell to our residential community when 
we moved from Prague, Czech Republic, to Amsterdam, the Nether-
lands, in July 2014. When I started at IBTS in August 2014, we were 
initially very busy with just finding our feet as a newly established 
Dutch organisation with a wider European inheritance. As the future 
of the institution as a whole was getting clearer, it became obvious 
that changes were required in our library setup in order to serve 
our students well. In Prague, we had acquired a small, albeit good, 
selection of electronic resources, some of which were not transfer-
able to the Netherlands due to consortium mismatches. An analysis 
of our patron groups showed that the library services offered to our 
main target group (our distance-learning doctoral students) needed 
some drastic changes in order to justify the existence of the print 
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library. What is the use of a library when it cannot serve its main 
target group? In the search for a solution, I encountered the Digital 
Theological Library, which we joined in 2016, within half a year of 
its going live. The DTL currently provides our students with access 
to over 600,000 e-books and millions of articles, a staggering number 
that far surpasses the amount of resources held by almost any semi-
nary library in the world.

After having taken care of our immediate need, we still had a 
print collection to consider. Our distance-learning students were 
(and still are) well-served by the electronic holdings of the Digital 
Theological Library, so the print collection was looking for its own 
right to exist. Fortunately, our denominational affiliation and the 
unique international identity of our institution provided us with 
a clear future. Even though the Angus Library and Archives at Re-
gent’s Park College, Oxford, and the Oncken Archiv in Elstal, Germa-
ny, have collections that supersede their national contexts, we are 
the only truly international Baptist institution in Europe and as such 
can be considered to be a veritable treasure chest of Baptist studies. 
Even though much of our material may not be unique or rare, the 
fact that it is held in a single collection makes our library collection 
unique and rare. As such, it was a very easy choice to bask in our 
strengths, designate our print collection as an international Baptist 
research library, and use our acquisitions budget solely to enhance 
our niche specialty of Baptist and Anabaptist Studies. Our specialty 
became our strength. The reason for the continued existence of our 
print library is that we offer an in-depth and unique collection of 
materials found in no other place in Europe under one roof.

A Paradigm Shift

In the aftermath of, or perhaps still in the midst of, the pandemic, 
many seminary libraries will see themselves faced with the same 
conundrum that I encountered when I started at IBTS. Many sem-
inary libraries, however, may be unprepared to answer the main 
question asked by the pandemic: How can we best serve our student 
community when the need for access to the print collection is no lon-
ger self-evident? The answer to this question is really quite simple, 
but at the same time of such magnitude that it requires a paradigm 
shift in seminary libraries: our electronic holdings should take the 
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place of print holdings and become our main resource collection for 
our students. This requires two major changes in a classic seminary 
library setup: first, we need to grow our electronic holdings expo-
nentially and sustainably; second, we need to seriously consider the 
purpose of our library space and our print collection. In what follows 
I will consider these two changes and identify some ways forward for 
seminary libraries who are willing to face this impending paradigm 
shift that the pandemic has forced upon us.

Growing Electronic Holdings

As demand for electronic resources increases, libraries are going to 
run into two major hindering factors. Since we have relied on our 
print collections for so long, it is financially impossible for a single 
seminary library to duplicate its entire print collection in electronic 
format. In addition, copyright limitations and publisher strategies 
will often make it impossible to legally acquire electronic versions 
of required textbooks, even if the financial means were available. 
For both of these hindering factors, our colleagues in the field have 
found excellent solutions to counteract this on a large scale.

Counteracting Financial Limitations

Since electronic holdings in libraries have only existed for just a cou-
ple of decades, it is no surprise that they have not reached the same 
maturity as our print holdings that have often existed for many de-
cades or even centuries. In most cases it is not possible for a single 
library to organise the required financial investment to bring its 
electronic holdings up to level with its print holdings. The only way 
forward is cooperation. The Digital Theological Library (DTL) is an 
example of what this could look like. The traditional model for a li-
brary is to license or purchase electronic material themselves direct-
ly from the publisher, making these holdings available to their own 
patrons. The DTL is a very different type of model: it is a born-digital 
library that is co-owned by a limited number of institutions. These 
co-owning institutions each contribute towards the annual budget 
that is used to fund operating costs (staff and electronic systems) and 
to acquire or licence electronic materials from publishers and ven-
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dors. These electronic holdings are then made available to the pa-
trons of the co-owning institutions. My own institution (IBTS) does 
not own electronic holdings but, because we are a co-owner of the 
DTL, our students have access to the entire electronic holdings it of-
fers. The annual acquisitions budget of the DTL exceeds our full an-
nual library budget, which only goes to show that it would have been 
impossible for us as a small institution to provide our patrons with 
access to the same amount and quality of electronic holdings as the 
DTL is now doing for us. Without cooperation, we would have had to 
seriously question the viability of our small institution for our small 
group of distance-learning postgraduate students.

Counteracting Copyright Limitations and Publisher Strategies

Any librarian who has ever worked in electronic acquisitions will 
know that publications will not always be available for library pur-
chase. Sometimes they are tucked away in expensive packages, some-
times the publisher is not very good with offering electronic resourc-
es, sometimes a publication is too old. In the past, this meant that it 
was impossible to acquire this publication in electronic format for 
our library collection. Nowadays, fortunately, a solution has been 
found for this problem that works in tandem with US copyright: con-
trolled digital lending (CDL). The principle is that a library is allowed 
to digitise a publication, put the print copy in permanent storage, and 
then circulate the digitised version in their electronic library in a 
controlled system, thus allowing only one electronic copy to be put 
on loan against every print copy held in storage. This will allow semi-
naries with specific denominational courses to make older and niche 
material available to their students in electronic format. The most 
conspicuous example of this is the Books To Borrow collection of the 
Internet Archive, which at the time of writing already contains over 
three million volumes and is steadily growing. The DTL has integrat-
ed CDL into their holdings and has set up a digitisation programme of 
their own. Discussions on the legality of CDL in a non-US context are 
ongoing, but the principle has been embraced by the International 
Federation of Library Associations (IFLA), who argue that “there is a 
strong socio-economic case for enabling Controlled Digital Lending 
in libraries around the world.”
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Repurposing Library Space and Print Collections

So, what happens to the print holdings once our electronic holdings 
provide our students with what they need to complete their studies 
successfully? This is a difficult and confrontational question in the 
light of the personal attachment that many seminary administra-
tors, librarians, and students often have to their library space and 
print collection. If we accept the necessity of the paradigmatic shift 
towards making our electronic holdings the main set of resources 
with which we serve our mission as theological libraries, this may 
lead some to the point of view that a seminary does not need a library 
if it can tap into the collections of projects like the Internet Archive 
Books To Borrow section of the DTL. However much it pains a librar-
ian to admit this, in some cases this will be the only viable option for 
a seminary. The print collection could be donated to the DTL or to 
the Internet Archive for inclusion in their CDL programmes so that 
the material will still remain accessible to the future students of the 
seminary.

However, we must not overlook the continuing strength of the 
library space and its quiet working spaces for a residential student 
community. For seminary libraries with a secure future and a large-
ly residential community, it could be enough to adjust the balance be-
tween print and electronic acquisitions in favour of the latter and to 
continue to use the library space as a haven of rest where quiet study 
is made possible. For seminary libraries with a gradually growing 
and largely non-residential community, it might be wiser to limit 
the acquisition goals of the print collection and choose a clear focus. 
Some may want to focus on strengthening their reference collection, 
while others may want to specialise in a certain theological topic in 
line with their identity. The strength and weaknesses of the existing 
print collection should be analysed in order to identify the most rel-
evant section or topic. If there is ample space, it might not be imme-
diately necessary to weed the existing print collection, but it might 
be an intentional choice of a seminary that has chosen a clear focus 
for their print collection to transition older parts not consistent with 
the new focus into a CDL collection. Should library space be an issue, 
then the argument is stronger to convert stacks into study space by 
donating parts of the print collection to the DTL, the Internet Archive, 
or another CDL partner.
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Conclusion

Even before the pandemic, our institution proved that it is possible 
and beneficial to fully embrace the described paradigm shift. In-
ternational cooperation and creative thinking have substantially 
changed the playing field and made it possible for IBTS to have a pan-
demic-proof library in place even before we had contemplated the 
possibility of a pandemic. As the pandemic will undoubtedly fade 
away at some point, it would seem easy for seminary libraries with a 
residential student community to quickly revert to business as usu-
al, especially since a paradigm shift is never an easy thing to live 
through. In many cases, it will be difficult to garner support among 
seminary administrators and even librarians. However, I would ar-
gue that the benefits of cooperative projects, the progressively more 
blended nature of Western work experiences, and the developments 
in education towards less residential and more distance-learning 
programmes will eventually force us all into this paradigm shift, 
whether we want to accept it or not. Since the pandemic has not been 
a pleasant experience for any of us, it is better to let such a paradigm 
shift happen on our own terms than to be caught on the back foot 
again. I hope that the strategic ways forward that I have sketched in 
this chapter will be of assistance to my colleagues worldwide as we 
try to come to terms with a changing library landscape in order to 
lead our libraries into the future.
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C H A P T E R  1 0

Developing Special Collections & 
Archives at General Theological 
Seminary Post-pandemic

MELISSA CHIM

A t General Theological Seminary, the pandemic has 
brought about an opportunity to rethink our collection poli-
cy with regard to our special collections and institutional ar-

chive. With the move to the remote classroom, my manager and I had 
to make sure the archives were accessible to students who could not 
return to campus. We also anticipate that our library will expand 
its digital resources, most notably student theses and administrative 
documents. As we move forward in updating our collection policy, 
we will also have to rethink our access policy too.

The General Theological Seminary was founded in 1817 by the 
General Convention of the Episcopal Church and is located in the 
Chelsea neighborhood of New York City. The seminary, on average, 
has about forty to sixty graduates per year. The Christoph Keller Jr. 
Library (CKJL) is home to a rich theological collection and an archive 
that also serves as an institutional repository. As the reference li-



108 Collection Development in Theological Libraries

brarian and archivist, I have the wonderful opportunity to help stu-
dents access and interpret our collections.

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, our archives collection devel-
opment policy focused on accessioning sources related to theologi-
cal research. During the pandemic, my manager and I worked from 
home from March to September 2020, where we answered reference 
requests pertaining to the special collections virtually. I also hosted 
multiple webinars that allowed my students to access our special col-
lections from off campus. As the end of the pandemic comes within 
reach, we will update our collection development policy to reflect our 
student and faculty needs. Additionally, the transition of our presi-
dent will bring in new material that will be our first processed archi-
val collection since the pandemic began.

Similar to many small theological libraries, the CKJL wears many 
hats in order to meet the needs of its patrons both on and off campus. 
Its main collection comprises both print and electronic resources 
related to theological research, particularly the history of Anglican-
ism and the Episcopal Church. It also boasts a reference collection 
comprising commentaries, encyclopedias, atlases, and similar mate-
rials. Other themes actively collected by the library include liturgics, 
patristics, spirituality, ethics, and ecumenics. Although the prima-
ry language of the library’s collection is English, Western European 
languages and ancient languages such as Hebrew, Greek, and Latin 
are also prioritized.

The library’s special collections and archives serve as both a 
repository for materials of historic value and as an institutional re-
cords repository. Due to the library’s size and budget limitations, ar-
tifacts related to the seminary are housed in the special collections 
room, which comprises about 150 linear feet of material. One can 
find a 15th-century book of hours not far from a copy of the sem-
inary’s 1850 board of trustees minutes. Prior to the pandemic, the 
library did not house electronic copies of institutional material such 
as student dissertations or seminary newsletters. Our collection pol-
icy was last updated in 2014.

Before the pandemic, our special collections received a lot of 
interest from faculty and students. The library’s Books of Common 
Prayer and Hebrew scrolls are the most often requested items. This 
is in conjunction with two of the most popular courses, which are 
History of the Prayer Book and Old Testament. The two instructors 
of those courses schedule a visit once a semester where students are 
encouraged to have hands-on interaction with these materials. I use 
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class visits like these to advertise our special collections and let stu-
dents pursuing a thesis know that they are welcome to use the ar-
chives for their research.

Additionally, we keep a four-case exhibit open to view in our 
main reading area. We change this exhibit every three months and 
use items of interest from the archives. For example, we display many 
copies of the poem “ʼTwas the Night before Christmas” (written by 
General Theological Seminary professor Clement C. Moore) during 
the Christmas season.

With the onset of the pandemic, the library’s approach to its spe-
cial collections department had to evolve to meet the needs of a now 
completely virtual seminary community. Since the students could 
not come to the special collections, I wanted to bring the special col-
lections to them. I presented two webinars during the pandemic: one 
webinar was on the history of female students at the seminary in 
honor of Women’s History Month (which was recorded and is cur-
rently available to view), and the second was on the seminary’s re-
sponse to the 1918 flu pandemic and both world wars (not recorded). 
These were both scheduled to coincide with breaks in the class sched-
ule. Before transitioning to working from home, I took photographs 
of the special collections materials for each presentation and incor-
porated them into PowerPoint presentations.

My webinar on the history of women at the seminary focused on 
four groups: historically significant women in the Episcopal Church 
(such as Florence Li Tim Oi), the first female students at General (Peg-
gy Muncie, Paige Bigelow, and later Pauli Murray), the first female fac-
ulty members (Dora Chaplin), and the campus wives’ group known 
as the Women of General. I used photographs and documents from 
the special collections, including a copy of Dark Testament signed by 
Pauli Murray. I also included interviews I conducted over email from 
former members of the Women of General group. Since the webinar 
took place over Zoom, students were muted and could only pose ques-
tions in the chat function.

My second webinar, however, was presented in Zoom’s classroom 
mode and allowed students to participate more easily. This webi-
nar focused on the seminary during the 1918 flu pandemic and both 
world wars. Most of the sources I used came from our board of trust-
ees minutes. I discovered that, contrary to what I expected, the sem-
inary was in favor of students engaging in military service rather 
than acting as conscientious objectors. I also included photographs 
in my presentation, notably of student Paul Ken Imai, a Japanese stu-
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dent who graduated in 1942 and later worked with congregations 
affected by Japanese internment. Both webinars ultimately had an 
equal amount of both students and faculty attending.

The greatest challenge in presenting these webinars was the in-
ability to encourage students to physically interact with the histori-
cal materials on display. One way to overcome this challenge in the 
future is to incorporate video of the archival material into a Power-
Point presentation. For example, I can record myself opening a book 
so students can experience the sound of the pages turning and the 
spine cracking. They will also be able to see how the paper has aged 
over time. Although this will not fully replicate the ability to touch 
an object, showing students video footage will allow them to engage 
with the special collections while attending class virtually. I plan to 
utilize these techniques for the 2022–2023 year.

As the pandemic draws to a close and we transition back to 
working physically in the library, we will revisit our collection de-
velopment policy regarding our special collections. This change is 
also very timely as the seminary transitions to a new president. The 
papers I received from the retiring president are the first collection 
I will process post-pandemic. As a small library, our special collec-
tions room also serves as our institutional repository. One major 
change brought about by the pandemic is revisiting the question of 
acquiring a digital repository.

In addition to processing this new collection, the library no lon-
ger requires students to submit bound copies of their theses before 
graduation. As of summer 2020, students submit a PDF of their fin-
ished thesis to both the library and registrar’s office. Additionally, 
many of the physical materials within the president’s papers are 
available electronically. One major challenge of having a combined 
special collections and institutional repository is physical space. A 
digital repository will relieve this burden, but questions of cost, tech-
nology (such as using a cloud-based repository), and sustainability 
also arise.

Another consideration when updating our policy will be with 
regards to content. Our current policy states that “The Library Ar-
chives does not have space for, and thus cannot receive reprints, 
bulky artifacts, or more than two copies of reports and publications” 
(see appendix). Transitioning to an electronic repository might open 
the library to the possibility of having multiple copies of a document. 
Routine correspondence and announcements, which are currently 
not accepted into the archive, may have a place in a digital archive.  
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With regards to the retiring president’s papers I am going to process, 
having a digital repository would allow me to keep both hard and 
electronic copies of the president’s correspondence. Ideally, a digital 
repository will be a supplement to, rather than a full replacement of, 
our special collections and archives room.

Another concern when updating our collection development 
policy with regards to the institutional repository is access. Prior to 
the pandemic, students, faculty, and board members had complete 
open access to the institutional repository collection. Researchers 
from outside the seminary were required to fill out a research re-
quest form and generally have open access to institutional records. 
Requests for institutional records after 2010, however, are directed 
to the president on a case-by-case basis. In light of the incoming pres-
ident’s papers and student theses being mostly in electronic form, the 
library will have to consider how to develop a new access policy for 
digital materials. As conversations about digital repositories contin-
ue, my manager and I will keep these materials on the library’s serv-
er and grant access as needed.

The Christoph Keller Jr. Library’s archives collection develop-
ment policy reflects the educational needs of the seminary commu-
nity. The COVID-19 pandemic has inspired the library to update its 
policy to make the archives and special collections accessible to stu-
dents and faculty engaging in virtual classrooms. Transitioning to a 
digital repository will bring both opportunities and challenges, par-
ticularly in light of the first collection I will process post pandemic. 
Consequently, the library’s collection policy must evolve to preserve 
the seminary’s heritage into the future.

Appendix: Collection Development Policy  
of the General Theological Seminary

As a rule, General Theological Seminary institutional records are 
considered by the Library Director to be appropriate for the Archives 
when they document policy development and precedents, major proj-
ects, or university rights and responsibilities; if their subject matter 
caused considerable comment on the Close or in the media; if they 
involved litigation or large sums of money; or, if they have been vital 
to the operation or spiritual life of the Seminary. Materials such as 
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grant applications are to be considered for inclusion, as they often 
contain historical narratives and statistics and other related materi-
als that can be useful for researchers.

Institutional materials considered by the Library Director for ar-
chival status include: 

• Correspondence and subject files of the Dean, President and 
Seminary administration.

• Publications, such as newsletters and annual reports.

• Records of program or curriculum development. 

• Departmental minutes; committee minutes and reports.

• Self-studies, histories, and accreditation reports. 

• Records about symposia and special projects. 

• Records about cooperative efforts with other institutions.

• Records about relationships with government, business, or 
industry.

• Photographs (if identified).

• Faculty materials, including papers and selected publications. 

The Seminary Records Retention Guidelines are used by individual 
departments to determine whether administrative or transaction-
al records and documents should be retained or destroyed. Library 
staff is available to assist individual departments in evaluating their 
non-current files and determining whether they are appropriate for 
the Library Archives.

The following guidelines are intended to be helpful for depart-
ments with institutional records they identify as having possible ar-
chival value. The Library Archives does not have space for, and thus 
cannot receive reprints, bulky artifacts, or more than two copies of 
reports and publications. Routine correspondence (for example, re-
quests for course information and acknowledgments) is generally 
not valuable, nor are announcements, directives, and other memo-
randa distributed to the Seminary as a whole.

The Archives does not accept records in hanging files or loose-
leaf binders; nor are loose, unfoldered papers received. These should 
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be re-foldered into manila folders. Records of distinct offices, com-
mittees, or organizations should not be intermixed. Records that are 
soiled, moldy or identified as having environmental damage should 
be photocopied and the originals discarded or sealed and preserved, 
according to their value.

The transfer of records from offices and departments of the Sem-
inary to the Archives is considered permanent. When files and of-
fice materials are transferred to the Archives, they become part of 
the Library’s Special Collections and are made available to staff and 
patrons only in the Special Collections room of the Library, with ac-
cess subject to Library policy. Offices and departments are advised 
to ensure that they have no current or frequent need for any records 
intended for transfer. These records are subject to the same terms 
and conditions of use and reproduction as other items that form part 
of the Library’s Special Collections.
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C H A P T E R  1 1

Collaborative Collection  
Development
Opportunities and Challenges

KERRIE BURN

C ollaborative collection development amounts to good 
stewardship of library resources, especially when budgets 
and human resources are limited. This chapter will outline 

some of the many ways that libraries can collaborate in a range of 
collection development initiatives. These include: the creation of 
shared print collection policies, retention agreements, shared li-
brary systems, joint purchasing of electronic resources, optimization 
of print journal subscriptions, and reciprocal borrowing agreements. 
Sharing collections can reduce the need for multiple libraries to pur-
chase the same resource, a particularly useful strategy when librar-
ies are located in close proximity. Users can also benefit from the 
different collecting priorities of collaborating libraries, with their 
corresponding subject strengths and areas of teaching or research 
specialization.

The University of Divinity is an Australian-based ecumenical in-
stitution with ten affiliated colleges and fifteen associated libraries. 
Founded in 1910, the university is very small compared to most other 
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universities, with approximately 700 full-time-equivalent (FTE) stu-
dents. It awards certificates and diplomas through to master’s and 
doctoral degrees. The combined collections of University of Divini-
ty Libraries, together with the university’s shared online resources, 
provide staff and students with access to an extensive range of re-
sources that support excellence in learning, teaching, and research. 
Together, the libraries associated with the university have been able 
to provide access to a greater range of resources, certainly more than 
any one library could provide alone. Some of the projects that have 
been successfully implemented at the university are detailed below, 
and these will hopefully serve as a model for other libraries to emu-
late, learn from, or adapt for their own purposes.

The Foundations of Collaborative  
Collection Development

The libraries associated with the University of Divinity have several 
formal agreements in place that provide the foundation for success-
ful collaborative collection development activities.

The Library Hub (2015)

The Library Hub (library.divinity.edu.au) provides all members of 
the university with a single point of access to online databases and 
e-books, and a range of other useful links and academic resources. 
The Library Hub was launched in February 2016 with the aim of cre-
ating a consistent standard of access for all staff and students, re-
gardless of their home college or associated libraries, and to reduce 
costs and increase resources by using a single license where possible 
for online resources available to the whole university.

The project was funded under the university’s strategic plan 
and, after a competitive tender process, the project was established 
through a formal agreement between the University of Divinity and 
Mannix Library. This agreement authorises the Mannix Library 
manager to liaise with vendors on behalf of the university and to 
liaise with libraries associated with the university to maximise the 

http://library.divinity.edu.au
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benefits of the Library Hub. Arrangements made under the agree-
ment are reviewed annually, providing an opportunity to note ongo-
ing projects to grow and improve the Library Hub, document targets 
for the following year, and revise the annual budget.

The creation and development of the Library Hub is an ongoing 
collaborative library project that has demonstrated its value many 
times over. This was particularly evident during the rapid transition 
to online learning and the protracted lockdowns in 2020 and 2021 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The Library Hub provides access to a 
much greater range of databases (divinity.libguides.com/az.php) and 
other online resources than any individual library could afford and 
avoids the need for very small institutions with limited resources 
to purchase the same online resources. Products such as LibGuides 
have also been used by the university to centralise library-related in-
formation and to produce a range of general purpose and subject-re-
lated guides (divinity.libguides.com). This has avoided the need for 
multiple libraries to produce similar material, saving time and creat-
ing greater consistency for all staff and students. A single University 
of Divinity Libraries brochure (indd.adobe.com/view/432446da-6151-
4544-8c3a-256ec177cba1) also provides summary information about 
all of the library collections and resources to which members of the 
university have access.

The University of Divinity - Libraries Agreement (2018)

Following the successful establishment of the Library Hub, steps 
were taken to formalise the relationship between each library and 
between the university and each library. This was for the purpos-
es of the advancement of scholarship and mutual support, including 
participation in university governance, the development of policy re-
lating to library resources, reviewing the allocation of funding for li-
braries, and the development of shared library services and resourc-
es for the benefit of all members of the university and users of each 
library. This formal agreement, which was signed by representatives 
of participating libraries and the university in December 2018, doc-
uments the obligations and commitments of all parties. Under this 
agreement, each library agrees to:

http://divinity.libguides.com/az.php
http://divinity.libguides.com
http://indd.adobe.com/view/432446da-6151-4544-8c3a-256ec177cba1
http://indd.adobe.com/view/432446da-6151-4544-8c3a-256ec177cba1
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• provide all staff, students and other members of the universi-
ty with access to their collections, including borrowing rights, 
at no charge (subject to reasonable constraints);

• contribute information to and provide reasonable support for 
the university-wide library catalogue of library resources;

• contribute to supporting the library committee of the univer-
sity’s academic board in the discharge of its responsibilities; 

• abide by the Statement of Rights, Responsibilities and Con-
duct of Members of the University;

• abide by policies of the university that affect libraries and 
have been established after consultation with the library 
committee.

In turn, the university agrees to:

• maintain a library committee of the university’s academic 
board and to provide for representation of each library which 
is party to the agreement on that committee;

• ensure the membership of the academic board includes the 
chair of the library committee or another suitably qualified 
librarian;

• consult with the library committee in the development or 
revision of policies of the university which directly affect li-
braries;

• reserve a portion of tuition fee income for distribution to li-
braries;

• ensure that each library which is party to the agreement is 
eligible to apply for relevant university internal competitive 
grants such as research grants;

• maintain a digital Library Hub accessible by all students, 
staff and other members of the university;

• provide each library that is party to the agreement with ac-
cess to the digital Library Hub, subject to the terms and con-
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ditions of contracts with vendors and suppliers to the digital 
Library Hub.

The Library Collections Policy (2019)

This is an example of one of the policies anticipated in the library 
obligations section of the University-Libraries Agreement (clause E). 
The Library Collections Policy (divinity.edu.au/documents/library-col-
lections-policy) was created by the library committee and subse-
quently approved by the university’s academic board. The impetus 
for this policy was the desire to develop a shared retention policy to 
ensure that no library discarded uniquely held items. However, the 
policy also outlines a number of general principles to guide collab-
orative collection development, which are (in part) outlined below.

General Principles

• Catalogued items held by only one library (including differ-
ent editions) are not discarded but are retained by the orig-
inal library owner or transferred to another library within 
the university network.

Principles Guiding Collaborative Collection Development 

• All libraries that are signatories of the University Librar-
ies Agreement are guided by a principle of cooperation, and 
whenever reasonably possible they: 

 ⸰ agree to provide access and borrowing rights to their li-
braries to all members of the University of Divinity;

 ⸰ provide free interlibrary loans (including cost of postage) 
to other signatory libraries;

 ⸰ support the development of university-wide collection 
policies and contribute to collaborative collection devel-

http://divinity.edu.au/documents/library-collections-policy
http://divinity.edu.au/documents/library-collections-policy
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opment policy discussions, activities and strategies devel-
oped by the library committee;

 ⸰ contribute to projects associated with special collections 
held by libraries associated with the university, including 
linking to these collections via the Library Hub;

 ⸰ maintain minimum cataloguing standards (as developed 
by the library committee) to enhance discovery of all li-
brary holdings in the university’s combined library cata-
logue, avoid duplication of records, and optimize access to 
library collections via the Library Hub;

 ⸰ have an in-principle commitment to making electronic 
purchases through the Library Hub;

 ⸰ participate in the e-book purchasing model established 
for the purpose of purchasing single-title e-books which 
are then available to all members of the university.

The relationship between the library committee and the academic 
board ensures that there is good representation from multiple stake-
holders across the university in any library-related decisions. Hav-
ing formal library policies that are developed by the library com-
mittee but approved/authorized and subsequently reviewed by the 
academic board ensures that there is greater buy-in at all levels of 
the institution and affirms a commitment to the stewardship of the 
combined resources of all libraries. In contrast, the success of any 
project can be impeded by competing agendas, allegiances, or loyal-
ties to previous partnerships outside the current collaborative net-
work. A formal policy document can help to develop a sense of mutu-
al accountability for the commitments that it records. Having formal 
agreements in place can be an important prerequisite for successful 
collaborative projects, ensuring that all libraries (and other institu-
tional stakeholders) have a shared understanding of their responsi-
bilities and entitlements. This in turn can have a positive influence 
on the culture of the institution if the policies reflect the partners’ 
shared vision, mission and values.
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Current Collaborative Activities

The university’s library committee meets four times per year and 
reports directly to the university’s academic board. Librarians also 
hold a “Librarians Day” prior to the start of each academic year to 
discuss shared activities and priorities for the year ahead.

Shared E-book Purchasing Model (2017)

In 2017, the library committee established a shared e-book purchas-
ing model which enables single title e-books to be purchased central-
ly and made available via the university’s Library Hub. This model 
is currently opt-in and not all libraries have chosen to participate. 
A potential barrier to collaboration can occur when not all partici-
pants are seen to be contributing equally, with some libraries mak-
ing minimal contributions while at the same time benefiting signifi-
cantly from the contributions of others. Despite this, the university’s 
shared e-book purchasing model proved to be extremely beneficial 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, when there was a rapid transition to 
online learning and a greater reliance on online resources that could 
be accessed remotely. Because of the need for increased access to 
e-books during the pandemic a number of additional libraries chose 
to participate in the shared system from March 2020.

University ID Card (2017) and Reciprocal Borrowing (2019)

Other current collaborative activities include the production of a sin-
gle University of Divinity ID card. The provision of this card, which 
can be used to borrow from all libraries associated with the univer-
sity, was rolled out across all colleges in 2017. This replaced a sys-
tem where every library had issued its own borrower’s card. In 2019, 
a reciprocal borrowing arrangement was established between the 
University of Divinity Libraries and the University of Melbourne, a 
much larger institution. The University of Divinity ID card can be 
used as proof of identity at this library.
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Shared OCLC WorldShare Management Services (2021)

In early 2021, four libraries associated with the university implement-
ed a shared instance of OCLC’s WMS Library Services Platform. This 
has resulted in a number of significant benefits, including stream-
lined processes, reduced costs, and improved functionality and col-
lection accessibility. In 2022, three additional libraries will join the 
shared system, and the hope is that further libraries will choose to 
do the same over the next few years. Previously, OCLC WorldCat Dis-
covery had been the basis for the university-wide shared catalogue 
of library print resources. OCLC WorldCat Discovery is now integrat-
ed into the Library Hub search interface. It provides access to all of 
the Library Hub’s electronic resources as well as the print holdings 
of all libraries associated with the university that contribute their 
holdings to Libraries Australia, the resource sharing service man-
aged by the National Library of Australia. For the libraries that also 
use the shared OCLC WMS library services platform, live availabil-
ity data displays in Library Hub search results in addition to basic 
holdings information. The OCLC infrastructure also includes access 
to CONTENTdm, which enables the university to showcase digital 
special collections on a shared platform (divinity.contentdm.oclc.org).

Future Collaborative Projects

The library committee established a collection development working 
group several years ago, but unfortunately its initial work was inter-
rupted by staff changes and the COVID-19 pandemic. The working 
group was recently reconstituted and will be investigating a number 
of collaborative collection development opportunities and facilitat-
ing future projects.

These could include:

• finalising a collaborative collection development and access 
policy for University of Divinity libraries;

• investigating further opportunities to reduce duplication of 
resources across the university;

http://divinity.contentdm.oclc.org
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• reviewing journal subscriptions across all libraries, both 
print and electronic; 

• reviewing the e-book purchasing model and access to e-books 
across the university;

• making recommendations about collection development poli-
cies and best use of University of Divinity funding for library 
resources, to ensure widest possible access.

Most libraries have their own individual collection development and 
access policy, and many updated their policies when the working 
group was first established. The intention now is to develop a collab-
orative collection development and access policy which will facili-
tate future collaborative initiatives and formally document its un-
derlying principles, shared understandings, and the commitments of 
the university and individual libraries. Collection development pol-
icies help to ensure that a library meets both the current and future 
needs of its institution. In addition to identifying current needs, a 
collaborative collection development policy would therefore seek to 
identify developing areas of teaching and research at the university. 
This would assist with determining purchase priorities and ensure 
that appropriate resources were available when required. The policy 
would also document decisions such as purchasing preferences for 
print versus digital formats. Purchasing e-books that are accessible 
to all members of the university, wherever they are located, can ob-
viously reduce the need for multiple libraries to purchase the same 
print item.

A collaborative collection development and access policy would 
also identify the subject strengths of individual library print collec-
tions. These areas of specialization may be related to the different 
emphases of particular denominations, religious orders, or tradi-
tions at each institution, the historical teaching and research inter-
ests of staff, as well as the library’s budget. The policy can document 
collection strengths across the collaborating libraries and record 
agreed-to commitments to maintain purchasing in these areas, al-
lowing other libraries to also commit to retaining and building col-
lection strengths in other areas. These mutual commitments can ben-
efit the distributed collection model that operates at the university. 
The workability of this kind of model depends on the proximity of 
library collections and ease of access to resources for library users.
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A project to evaluate current print and electronic journal sub-
scriptions across the university was proposed in early 2022. This 
project would ascertain where the same title was held at multiple 
locations, which titles were available electronically, and where 
potential gaps exist. A number of libraries have already cancelled 
their individual journal subscriptions where the full text of a title 
is available online via the Library Hub’s database subscriptions. A 
future journal optimization project would then seek commitments 
from individual libraries to retain titles that are not available via 
the Library Hub (or which have significant embargo periods), which 
in turn may allow other libraries to cease their own subscriptions. 
Aggregation of some titles to ensure complete runs of print journals 
at the one location may also be considered. Final decisions will be 
based on local requirements, proximity to holdings at other libraries, 
usage, price, and availability of titles in electronic format. There is 
also the potential for any cost savings to be re-allocated to the pur-
chase of individual e-journal titles that are not available via any of 
the Library Hub’s current database subscriptions.

Another project that is currently under discussion is a possible 
shared print repository. This would help to address the space limita-
tions currently faced by some libraries and their resulting inability 
to significantly grow their physical collections. Relocating items to a 
shared repository would also help to ensure that the last copy of all 
items was retained and accessible. Having a documented retention 
policy also assists libraries whose holdings contribute to the distrib-
uted collection. It assists librarians to make decisions about whether 
to weed or retain items and means that not all libraries need to keep 
multiple copies of the same title. This sort of collaborative project is 
initially more likely to be considered for specialist research items 
rather than standard undergraduate texts. It is important for all 
stakeholders to be involved in any decision-making processes and 
for libraries to make informed evidence-based decisions on which 
monographs to weed, retain, digitize, and/or transfer to a shared re-
pository. Data related to subject coverage, local usage, uniqueness 
and/or level of duplication, and availability in other local libraries 
would help to inform group decisions. The new OCLC WMS system 
currently shared by four libraries has a shared print option which 
enables a library to commit to retain certain items. This “committed 
to retain” information can appear on the catalogue display and be 
easily identified when doing collection analysis such as identifying 
the areas of duplication across participating libraries.
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These kinds of collaborative projects require a great deal of trans-
parency, trust, goodwill, and communication between the participat-
ing libraries. These are essential prerequisites for the success of any 
collaborative collection development initiative. No library wants to 
cancel a subscription on the basis of another library’s commitment 
to its retention, only to have the second library renege on its agree-
ment, close its doors, or change its institutional affiliation completely. 
This becomes a risk management issue, and libraries must make de-
cisions based on the best available evidence at the time, perhaps with 
a back-up contingency plan. Libraries with a history and track re-
cord of successful collaborations will obviously feel more confident 
about making commitments to future shared collection development 
initiatives. A tension may always exist between the autonomy of an 
individual library and their commitment to the collaborative work 
of the larger group. However, the success of previous projects can 
result in an increased appetite for future projects and a confidence 
in their likelihood of success.

Conclusion

Collaborative collection development initiatives can be extremely 
beneficial for participating libraries. Together, libraries can ensure 
their collective dollars stretch further and provide access to a much 
greater range of resources than any one library could provide alone. 
Limited—and in some cases diminishing—library budgets will obvi-
ously go further if they are not spent purchasing the same resources 
as other collaborating libraries or other libraries in close proximi-
ty. Collaborative collection development allows libraries to develop 
individual collection strengths, while the institution’s distributed 
collection as a whole provides access to a more comprehensive and 
diverse selection of the complete scholarly record. Through a shared 
vision and an openness to working collaboratively, libraries can sig-
nificantly enhance the range of resources and services that they offer 
to their communities.
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practice of theological librarianship. It is intended for use by library 
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information needs?
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How does commitment to diversity, equality, inclusion, and antiracism 

shape local collection practice?

How can collaborative strategies be used to provide access to 

reference collections, special collections, and electronic collections?
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