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Parturient montes, nascetur ridiculus mus. 

General 

This document in entirely concerned with process and with updating the 

sections in the Standards to reflect the current concerns in academia about 

“assessment” and “outcomes” (the latter being incorporated uncritically and 

without reference to the many and complex issues arising from this updating).  

It questions none of the assumptions behind the nearly 15-year-old Standards, 

nor, despite saying that one of the “major inputs” of the document was 

“Expressions of concern from the field,” does it address any of the substantive 

issues that have been raised in the many meetings on library education that I 

have attended in the past several years. 

Even within the idea of concentrating on process rather than substance, 

the revision has serious flaws.  First, it places an emphasis on “systematic 

planning” and its importance in gaining accreditation.  Anyone who works in 

academia know that continuous, systematic planning is a dominant feature of 

that milieu and, though a good thing, scarcely needs exhortation.  A program 
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within a school that is not engaged in systematic planning would be a rare bird 

and one that is doomed to extinction with or without ALA’s intervention.  

Second, many of the wording changes to emphasize “student learning 

outcomes” and “assessment” are just that—wording changes.  Third, the 

revision quotes the 2002 Standards Review Subcommittee as saying the 

Standards are a “statement of broad principles that has served the field well” as 

if that were dispositive instead of being a highly debatable opinion.  Obviously, 

if one accepts that the 1992 Standards have served the field well, one would 

agree that we only need changes in terminology and slight changes in emphasis 

as provided in this revision.  I would suggest that the Standards have not served 

the field well in a number of ways—chief among them being the way in which 

application of the Standards have allowed the “I” school programs to drive a 

coach and horses through the accreditation process and to turn their backs on 

libraries and librarianship while reaping the financial benefits of accreditation 

from the American Library Association.  Fourth, the concentration on process 

implies that programs that comply with the letter of the process standards can 

continue to get away with ignoring the spirit and substance of the accreditation 

process. 

Prescriptive or indicative? 

 The 1992 Standards contain the shibboleth that they “are indicative, not 

prescriptive”—a statement that sits there unrevised and without comment in 



 3

the current document.  These four words are the chief reason for the failure of 

the Standards to ensure that a graduate of an ALA-accredited program receives 

an adequate library education.  I think that, at very least, the profession and the 

association deserves a discussion of, and a justification for, a basic assumption 

that has resulted in such malign outcomes.  Professional associations that 

control education for their professions with more success than ALA (such as 

the AMA and the ABA) have prescriptive standards that result in coherent 

curricula and the use of a core curriculum in all educational programs.    

The curriculum 

 There are three places in the 1992 Standards in which the field of “library 

and information studies” is delineated, if only by inference.  These are in the 

Foreword (page 4 of the current document), in I.2.1-I.2.2 (pages 6-7 of the 

current document), and II.1 (pages 7-8 of the current document).  There are 

three problems with these statements (each of which is all but identical to the 

others).  First, they say that Library and information studies are concerned with 

“recordable information and knowledge.”  This curious formulation is 

essentially meaningless.  Libraries are concerned with recorded knowledge and 

information—that is with “documents” in all media that form part of the 

human record.  All knowledge, including random and fleeting thoughts, is 

potentially recordable—it is of no use to libraries and their users until it is 

recorded.  Second, the components of library and information studies as set out 
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in these statements are neither glossed nor explained.  For example, 

“organization and description” is, presumably, intended to cover cataloguing, 

classification, indexing, etc.  Without that being explicitly described, a program 

can (as programs have) put together a curriculum that interprets this phrase any 

way it wishes.  Third and most importantly, these statements of the 

components of “library and information studies” are nowhere tied to an 

obligation, on the part of accredited programs, to teach and do research in 

those components.  This is, of course, partly the result of the statement that the 

Standards are “indicative” (whatever that means) but is also due to the way that 

the statements just sit there in the Standards without being stated explicitly to be 

part of the expected curricula.  

The faculty 

 The 1992 Standards say that accreditation requires that the program must 

have full-time (my emphasis) faculty members who are qualified for appointment 

to the graduate faculty and who are “… sufficient in number and in diversity of 

specialties [sic] to carry out the major share (my emphasis) of the teaching, 

research, and services activities required for a program …”  First, “major 

share” is nowhere defined.  One assumes that it is more than 50% and normal 

usage would imply that it was more than 75%, but the lack of definition, 

combined with the permissive nature of the standards, can and does lead to a 

situation in which full-time faculty (many from other disciplines) confine their 
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research and teaching to topics that have nothing to do with the subjects set 

out (three times) as the components of “library and information studies,” while 

adjunct and other part-time teachers do the teaching of core library topics and 

no-one is engaged in research into those core topics.  Second, given the 

permissive nature of the Standards, what is “required for the program” means 

“what is required for the program as defined by the school,” not “what is 

required to teach and do research in the field of  “library and information 

studies” as defined by the accrediting body—ALA. 

Schools and programs 

 ALA accredits master’s programs that are housed in a variety of schools 

and colleges in universities in the USA and Canada.  Despite this, and adding to 

the widespread misunderstanding in the profession, the Standards deal with 

schools in places where that is either inappropriate or irrelevant.  For example, 

in the Foreword (page 4 of the current document), a “school of library and 

information studies” is defined though many ALA-accredited programs are not 

in such schools.  Also V.3 (page 11 of the current document) talks about the 

“executive officer of a program” and, later, “the school’s executive officer,” 

which is both anomalous and odd as many programs have no “executive 

officer” and the Standards do not apply to the executive officer of a school. 

Summary 
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o Any revision of the Standards should focus on the many substantive 

issues contributing to the crisis in library education. 

o The minor changes made in this proposed revision do not address the 

real concerns of the profession and of ALA members. 

o A real revision should be undertaken by a group set up for the purpose 

that includes but is not limited to COA and should, at a minimum, 

address:  

§ The prescriptive/permissive issue 

§ The core curriculum 

§ Full-time faculty involvement in library education and 

research. 

 

 


