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Education for Acquisitions: A History

Karen A. Schmidt

Once an essential part of the library school custion, acquisitions in the present day rarely, iEevs
taught on a regular basis. Acquisitions is seen siotply as a specialization of a relatively few
librarians, but as a fundamental part of the woflibrarians in many settings. A review of earlyrfal
training in acquisitions and the textbooks pertamito the subject, and an analysis of the literatur
provide an historical perspective on education doguisitions, and suggest elements that may provide

basic and adequate training in acquisitions usédudll librarians.

Acquisitions, the process by which libraries oradaim, and receive material, was once an essgatinof
the library school curriculum. In the early daydibfary science education, until the 1 930s, irajrfor acqui-
sitions work was a fundamental part of any libmnalseeducation and included detailed work in ordercpsses,
book and serial purchasing, discussions on theviot&ings of the publishing industry, handling aftg and
exchanges, and accessioning, as well as some ofutfdtamentals of what we today ~call collection

development.

Today, acquisitions rarely, if ever, finds itséfie topic of concentrated learning in library sdsod-or
those librarians choosing work outside the spematitin of acquisitions, this deficiency appearhdwe little
effect. It can be argued, however, that all likaasi can benefit from knowledge of how a libraryqures
materials, and how the economics of the publistaing bookselling industries affect our collectiomsl aur
collecting. In addition, there are the many libaas who are themselves involved in acquisitionskpboe it in
smaller libraries in which one librarian may sesaveral functions or in larger libraries where girgifies a
separate acquisitions department. Hewitt recerdhgdy “Acquisitions is a professional specializatlearned
almost entirely on the job. . . . Almost all libi@rs must deal with acquisitions as users of aicewritical to
their own functions, yet few are prepared to interaith acquisitions in an informed way.Librarians
handling acquisitions frequently find themselvemventing the wheel from day to day, learning tlgou
serendipity and by mistake how to procure the nmtetheir libraries need efficiently and econortica
Among acquisitions librarians and their colleagueshe books and periodicals vending field, thisklaf

formal education is a vexing situation.

An historical review of formal education for acsjtions is useful in discovering the content of tbst
training, and in discerning which of its elementégimh be resuscitated. The literature on education f

professional acquisitions work is sparse. No sirmek, article, or chapter in a book covers theonys of



acquisitions education, and interest in the to@s heen sporadic. To gain an historical perspectiveéhe
topic, it is useful to review courses on acquisiidhat have been taught in selected library seisgbools. A
review of acquisitions textbooks used in the pasttury of library education in the United Stateedgially
helpful. Viewed in tandem with the few writings dhe topic, one gains insight into how this aspefct o

librarianship has been treated.
LIBRARY SCHOOL PROGRAMS

Certain library education programs have set the fon most of the other programs in the United
States. This seminal group of schools includes @bla College, established in 1886 (soon relocatethe
New York State Department of Education in Albangjatt Institute (established in 1890), Drexel lusé
(organized in 1892), Armour Institute (establislied 893 and soon relocated to the University afidlis), the
University of Chicago (which opened with Carnegigport in 1925 and offered the field’s first doetbr
program), and Columbia University (which absorbkd school in Albany and the program at New York
Public Library). The initial establishment of thesehools covers almost forty years, from the fongdof
Dewey’s school at Columbia in 1886 to the estabtisht of the University of Chicago Graduate Library
School in 1925. A review of these programs providasintimate look at the development of acquisiion
education in American library schools.

The oldest program, the Columbia College Schbdlilirary Economy (later the New York State
School of Library Science and still later mergedhwhe School of Library Service at Columbia Unaigy),
also presented the first structured educationatagmin to acquisitions work. Unlike traditional prams of
lecture and practice work, in which material susltataloging was presented, acquisitions work vesed in
1886 with “other methods of instruction.” Theseiaat teaching methods, when applied to acquisiti@ns
“order work” as it was then called) involved “visiinder guidance to representative houses, wherdoea
learned to the best advantage so much as a libragads to know about publishing, book-selling, khoo
auctions, [and] second-hand bookstorek”addition, “object teaching” was employed, indhgl “buying,
with warnings and suggestions on how to get thetfiedshe money Ilwith] various tables to show west to
the library of books at the usual price per franasc [sic], shilling, etc., after adding commissipfee, freight,
insurance, duties, brokerage, et&ihally, order work was also treated as part afditional lecture course on
administration. That course addressed the basier ®gstem, systems for indexing order files, corabf
ordering forms, and receipt- and invoice-checkingducation in the technical aspects of librariapshi
including acquisitions trainingyas thorough and complete. In 1902, for example cthurse outline describes
the curriculum for the course entitled “Accessioeplrtment. Lecture and Practice” as “Acquisitiorbobks,
serials, pamphlets, ephemera; order slips and sheetler and receipt indexes, serials checklisizepr
discounts, duty free importation; auctions, old lbdists; duplicates, exchanges (domestic and fojeigifts;

reception . . . [and]



checking bills.® By 1917, the course work was revised extensivelg antluded a course on the more
administrative aspects of acquisitions and catalpgStudy on this topic was condensed into one seour
covering “the book from the publisher through ttepartments of the library to the reader . . . [idahg] . . .
book selection and book buying; American publish#re book order department, its staff, [and] cleglof

invoices and order file<”

The method of training librarians for order wagkolved at Columbia with little documented
substantive change for several years. Course titlgs altered, as in 193 1—32, when “Library Resoadd
Methods” was offered, including “the various stép®rdering,” but the content remained the samehénlate
1 940s, however, the approach to acquisitions/rostek and to other practical aspects of librangsce came
under close scrutiny. In the 1%4—46annual report of the School, Dean Carl White p&etithe need to
separate library practice from library theory. Aitions work was seen as falling into the formategory, as
part of standard library procedures. White envidage‘learning process as close as possible to wiet
athletic coach would call ‘game conditions.” Théraduction to the profession would be concrete,.and
immediately applicable®’As a consequence of this re-thinking of the prattmspects of library science,
including acquisitions/order work, Columbia’s apgpecb to acquisitions training changed. In the folloyv
academic year a special program entitled “Worksbiogthe Acquisition of Resources in Research Lilesri
was offered. It focused on the development of aitions programs and methods of obtaining material
throughout the worldIn the same year Columbia began to teach a requiatse in technical services. This
course included an overview of “methods of acqiisg” designed not primarily to develop skills and
techniques, but “to promote a critical understagdif practices and alternative metho8§ince that time,
Columbia has offered a similar kind of course inhtgcal services. At various times it offered casrsn
advanced technical service problems and in booNighibg. The latter course might be perceived as a
significant contribution to the education of likiears for acquisitions work, in that it addressed owly the

business aspects of publishing, but also the osisliip between librarian and publisher.

The Pratt Institute School of Library Training wiasinded one year after the New York State Schéol o
Library Economy. It offered “order department work8 part of its first-year course. Examinationsfrthe
period prior to the turn of the century requireddgnts to “give routine of order department fromking out
of order slip to reception of book,” and asked “Havay foreign books be obtained by a library, andtwh
method would you advise as most economical of timé money?® Examinations in these classes also called
for knowledge of selection practices. Students veesieed to recall where to look “for material foc@amplete
list of the publications of the Cornwall Royal litstion, 1818—date.® Like its sister institutions, Pratt
realigned instruction on book-buying in 1915, reing\vt from the technical area of instruction ardging the
topic within a course on administration. “In thedn1940s, taking a different tack from other lityachools
of the period, Pratt began teaching library depanimpractices within the study of types of librarie

Acquisitions work for public libraries, thereforeras found in a series of courses concerning puibliaries.



By 1959, this, too, changed, and acquisitions \aagtit in a course on technical services administraf his

method of handling acquisitions has continued attRince that time.

Drexel Institute’s School of Library Science wasifided in 1892. It had a more independent apprtach
the teaching of acquisitions work. Drexel maintdimecourse devoted to order work and accessionitibthe
1926—27 academic yeatAt that time, instruction in order work became pafra class in the administration
and history of libraries. In what may have beeregperimental change in 1931, Drexel offered a aerdi-
tled “Order Work and Trade Bibliography,” providirgstudy of “the uses of the principal trade antional
bibliographies in connection with order work.By 1934—35, “library methods” was taught as partoog
course, and included instruction in acquisitions;essioning, and other library routinésThis course was
separate from courses on administration. In 196Quiaitions work was covered as one of the adnnatise
aspects of managing a college or university libtAgnd by 1954, all references to acquisitions hachbee
dropped from the course cataldgalhen Drexel added its program in information scéeircthe mid-1960s,
the School began to offer a course entitled “Adggirand Organizing Science Materials,” covering the
selecting, ordering, and organization of publiskei@ntific informatiorf°’ This specialized approach to acquisi-

tions was later dropped, and acquisitions as & twps not treated in any course.

The University of lllinois School of Library Sciea (founded at the Armour Institute in Chicago 893
and transferred to the University of lllinois inlkdéma-Champaign in 1897) had a course devoted th iwdhe
order department as part of the first-year work.with other library schools, this course includedrkvwith
accessioning and the shelf list. A typical desaiptfrom the 1910—191Circular of Informationdescribes

the order work course as such:

16. ORDER, ACCESSION AND SHELF WORK. The subjectated in this course are indicated by
the following: the order department records andtin@y book-buying, publishers and discounts,
copyright, serials and continuations, gifts, exaem duplicates, the accession book and its sutestjt

the shelf list and its uses, and the care of paatphtlippings, maps, efc.

Lecture notes preserved from this period indich## the course not only taught routine tasks ssch a
the correct method of opening books and cuttingdeabut also provided detailed discussions on
obtaining books at auctions and through second-taealers, and the legal aspects of handling
duplicates. A class examination from 1895 askedtkha small

library buy books in large lots at long intervads,in small lots at shorter intervals? Give reasghs

Until the 1 970s, it was more or less standardatpey procedure at the University of Illinois l#y school to
offer a course concerned with order work. In 19282 addition to the regular course on order warlgourse

entitled “Book-buying for the Large Library” was @l for second-year studeAtdt continued to be taught until



the mid-1930s, but later was dropped. In 1942, arg® on publishers was added for graduate studmiys
presenting information on the evolution of book lshing and book trade practices in relation toltheary. Three
years later, courses on order work were dropped,aay specific reference to acquisitions did naippear until
1960. At that time, a course on technical servigas introduce® and has been offered off and on at the school

since that time.

The University of Chicago Graduate Library Schaals established in 1925 to provide graduate wotig;on
admission presumed that the student already pasbéss entry-level professional degree of the pierdofifth-year
bachelor of arts degree. The Graduate Library Schpproached education for acquisitions as it apgined many
other aspects of traditional library education, dgchewing any discussion or teaching of the topfe GLS
Announcementfor 1929—30 state: “. . . the School does not dwgé the usual first-year curriculum of other
graduate library schoolddence pesons desiring systematic courses belongirthis first-year curriculum are
advised to attend some other library schofttieir emphasis]. All instruction related to teatedi processes was
handled through individual research, and topicsewatosely controlled. Suggested topics includedlistiin ty-
pographical history’ Five years later the school began to offer a coansitled “The Administration of Technical
Operations.” This course included instruction oe th. . routines for the incorporation of acquiteaoks into the
collections of a library, beginning with their ptiase. Typical procedures will be analyzed with eespo cost and
efficiency, and the effect of the order of opemsid® In the summer of the 1939—40 academic year, the GLS
relaxed its restrictive approach to acquisitionsaadion even further, and introduced a courseledtiOrder Work
and Records.” Described as “a discussion of thehaust used in acquisition departments for the logatf
materials to be purchased, their acquisition amgriporation into the collection . . . [including§a@unting,” this
summer course was offered during the regular ternthe following year. In 1943—44, the GLS returned
instruction on the administration of technical auiEms?® This format for addressing acquisitions and ottsgreats

of technical services continues to the present day.

Viewed together, education in acquisitions amohgsé¢ schools has a homogeneous history. With the
exception of the University of Chicago, as notedwe) all the schools provided some instructionrigeo work at
the first-year level. The curriculum changed durihg 1920s, with less emphasis on the practicacspf library
management. Acquisitions, as well as courses iesmigning, indexing, and binding, were amalgamatéal one
course on library or technical administration. Thaiversity of lllinois maintained its order courk® the longest
period. At approximately the same time, both lli;mand Chicago moved from opposite ends of the iaitiguns
education spectrum and began teaching acquisitisnmrt of courses on technical services. Counsgaiblishing,
which are an integral part of acquisitions eduggtiwere taught in most schools only sporadicallyjnohg these

prominent schools, no courses devoted solely taiaitipns are presently taught.

TEXTBOOKS



The development of textbooks and training tootsdi@er work paralleled the rise and fall of int&ran
acquisitions within library education programs. &nmuch of the early acquisitions education wasedby
demonstration and visits to publishing houses,etlvezre no textbooks per se. Dewelibrary Noteswas the first
example of a unified approach to teaching any tipiscience topic, and the first issues of this wdac included
basic discussions of accessioning and book-buyiugricula for early classes were developed yeaydar within
each school, and were exchanged among instructarsch meetings as the ALA Annual Conference of5188
Lake George and the Milwaukee Conference of 1886~1908, the Committee on Library Training met and
approved the publication of thfe L.A. Manual of Library Economwhich was issued chapter by chapter from 1911
through 1929.32 This text included a chapter etitiOrder and Accession Department,” by F. F. Hoppand
was later revised in 1930 by Carl Canffd@annon’s text became one of the few important ot addressing
acquisitions work, and included training in impdida of books, copyright, serial subscriptions, essioning, gifts

and exchanges, second-hand buying, and the delsggder slips.

In the same year, 1930, Francis Drury produ@eder Work for Librariespublished by the American
Library Association under the guidance of its edgiiocommittee and the University of Chicago’s Geutum Study
Committee. Drury’s text, like other texts of theripd, was extremely detailed, and set out to teaehstudent “to
learn fundamental routines for acquiring purchased gifts; to develop judgement in the various pbasf order
work. . . to know how to count books at the acamssiesk. . . to understand the necessary procésstbe

mechanical preparation of books . . . [and] o.distinguish the essentials in statistics and nispd’

The Cannon and Drury works were key texts in adétoms training for many years. Later training
material for acquisitions was relegated to one trapithin a larger topic. In 1937, Columbia Unisity published
its syllabus on “Principles of Library Organizatiand Administration,” a detailed course outlinettdavoted one
session to acquisitioné.Acquisitions was the object of only two chaptersTiauber's Technical Services in
Libraries text, published in 1954,38 and less than one padnsi 1959 syllabusQutline for the Course in Current
Problems in Technical Services in Librarf@3viore substantial essays on acquisitions work wetgighed as a
result of an institute conducted by the Universityllinois Graduate School of Library Science i96R <40 Almost
half of the chapters iBelection and Acquisitions Procedures in Mediunedand Large Librarieslealt with some
aspect of acquisitions work, and portrayed the ggreducational move away from a prescriptive apphoto the

topic.

Fifty years after the first texts appeared, the 9l @8nerican Library Association Pre-Conference on
Accjuisitions prompted the publication dfelcher on Acquisitiorin 1971. Melcher, who presented acquisitions
from his experience at the R. R. Bowker Companigeretl his personal advice as well as objective ggpees to
make the acquisitions process more meaningfuladilitarian and the library science student. Staghaerd’sThe
Acquisition of Library Materialsvas published in 1973 by the American Library Asatien, and was a direct

result of a recommendation by the Ad Hoc Commitibéhe Acquisitions Section of the Resources anchiieal



Services Division of ALA to produce a current textd reference book on acquisitions ~42 In manyemesp it
updates the Drury textbook in both scope and coént€iven the diminished interest in acquisltions as
independent course in library schools, it is napgging that more continuous attention to updath@cquisitions

textbooks has not occurred.

PROFESSIONAL CONCERN

When courses in acquisitions, or order work, stojppt was not as if their passing went unnotidad.
1938, theALA Bulletinreported the minutes of the Acquisitions Departmeft Research Libraries Round Table
discussion. One of the first items on the agendsa avaliscussion of whether there was adequate @tigarfor
acquisitions librarians in library schools. A piiaittg acquisitions librarian present at this megtexpressed the
opinion that library schools had failed to provaldequate courses in acquisitions work.” A librazhiaol instructor
noted that “the curriculum [in acquisitions wasfealdy too full.” A medical librarian suggested thirarians
needed more sympostaNo resolution was suggested. At the same ALA cemfee, Thomas Fleming delivered a
paper entitled “Some Unsolved Problems in Acquisii” He noted, among other things, the professidalure
“to define adequately the function of universitygaisition work, and to differentiate clearly thetids which
properly belong to an acquisition department.” tdition, he stated, “there is a definite need fduaation of

trained personnel. The present courses offerabiriar} schools need revision.

The topic was raised again thirty years latera ih966Library Journal opinion piece on acquisitions,
subtitled “The Missing Link in the Library Schooluiculum?™® Drawing on the opinions of his colleagues, as
well as his own experiences in academic librarigmdRoyce Butler (an acquisitions librarian him¥eifade note of
the scattered nature of acquisitions education gmeaveral specialized classes—book selection, rlibra
organization, or technical service courses—anddtétat a course on acquisitions “is not only ndedheit long
overdue. It should be required of all library schsmidents, and the initial required course shdnddsupported by
advanced and/or specialized cours€3.he author expressed his concern about the sofimegaisitions education
for most acquisitions librarians, noting that “rigiow, it is in the technical services departmeritibraries, rather
than in the library schools, that experiments iguasitions are being made. . . . | would like t@ gbe library

schools doing more on the level of education ahdlscship.*”

One year later, Brexel Library Quarterly“Curriculum” column addressed the education ofdians for
acquisitions and cataloging. The eight-page artieleoted one page to acquisitions, citing Buffemd noting
“the most obvious point to be made concerning etilutcaor acquisitions is the lack of it.. . The basic
assumption has been that acquisitions is almodugixely clerical, experience being much more ukéian
theoretical classroom teaching.” The topic has grew extensively, the author suggested, that trea“deserves
at least one separate elective course. . . [whichldan be integrated with book selection and catatptp which

it is closely related®’Any more detailed suggestions about where poteatiglisitions librarians should learn



their work were not offered. Twenty years latee #ame column reviewed the curriculum of book siglec~
authors, Bendix and Pennypacker, reviewed cours&-wbjectives in book selection as developed by the
Association of American Library Schools in 1963 Knowledge of the book trade was one stated objectn
understanding of which clearly is useful to the wisiions librarian. A checklist of twenty-three joatopics
covered in a materials selection course includen] tyifts and order work, falling within this papgdefinitions
of acquisitions. Of the twenty-seven library scloodturning usable surveys, all offered a matesalection
course. Twenty-five (92.6 percent) discussed thadlivag of gifts, and twelve (44.4 percent) discusseder
work. Only five schools emphasized order work, nieguthat less than 20 percent of library schoolotied one

portion of one course to acquisitions work, attieasit related to materials selecti&2.

The only other contemporary discussion about aigpris education in the literature appeared in 1978
“Are Library Schools Educating Acquisitions Libranis?: A Discussions ~ provided a forum for fourditans to
discuss various aspects of acquisitions educatiothe first article, Wilham Myrick presented a sesmrious
review of his own experiences and remembrancescgdisitions training in library school. Myrick tookn
unscientific sample of his technical service cdliees in academic libraries, asking them to recalhtwthey
remembered of acquisitions courses in library sthaod soliciting opinions about what might be tatugn
addition, he polled five library science educat@seking their responses about what, if anythings taught
about acquisitions in their schools. While not pding scientific data, the two groups’ responses liovide
Myrick with a list of topics for a library schooluoiculum, as well as the almost unanimous feelingt

acquisitions was not covered to any useful extethé library school curriculurif.

In the second article, Williamson presented a sifiersurvey of acquisitions training in accreditédrary
schools in North America. In a population of twesgven schools, she identified sixty-five specdaurses
containing some aspect of acquisitions work. Shelcgled from her survey that the majority of liyrachools

recognize acquisitions as a component of their el education, but do not give it any significateinding
within the curriculunt?

The final articles were more informal. Heitshatsd that, if asked, a majority of acquisitiongditians
would claim their acquisitions education came anjtib, as a result of work with vendors and coliessy She made
note of the University of Michigan intern programhich provides an opportunity for library sciendadents to
work in the technical services area of the univer#brary, as well as the coursework availabler¢him collection
building. Other continuing education opportunitia&ere noted, such as interaction with American Lipra
Association committees and discussion groups. Sarelpelled out the kinds of acquisitions topibsdry schools
should consider teaching. She suggested that oyplgMvaluating the work of present and future actjoiss

librarians can one decide how well library schaois training students for this position.

CONCLUSION



A review of the history of education for acquisitsowork demonstrates a paucity of data about hollv we
acquisitions librarians are educated, and the riurdamental question of how they are educatedlathé pro-
genitor of American library education, Melvil Deweayoted in 1883 that “As all of literary life is $&d on books
and reading, it is certainly a wise investment takenof the little time needed to acquire so mudbrination on
these topics [i.e., book buying] as is practicaieful to an educated reader, though he may rernpttto follow
out details valuable only to the printer, binder,publisher.” Yet, Williamson contends that librasghools are
paying, at most, a nodding acquaintance with tipictand informal discussion with acquisitions éibans would
seem to bear this otitlt would be a specious argument, indeed, to sugbasthe library school curriculum return
to the past and provide the detailed and intri¢timing in acquisitions work that once existedefiehare useful
components in the earlier teaching methods, howewbich could be used to enhance formal educat@n f

acquisitions.

Of primary importance would seem to be instructinrthe publishing and book and serial vending
businesses. Publishing is, after all, the “breaditautter” of librarianship, and its output, in boalonprint, and elec-
tronic form, is the basis upon which we catalog gmdvide reference services and seek to build aatequ
collections. A fundamental understanding of theneeoics of publishing, including pricing policiesdcamarketing
techniques, is valuable to all librarians, regasslef specialization. Of secondary importance, &t with
universal application, are generalized discussiohshe business aspects of acquisitions, includingounting
techniques, purchasing ethics, and evaluation efvédrious methods of material procurement, suchpgsoval
plans. Libraries are too varied, and the routinfegcguisitions too clerical in nature, to emphasing of the early
instruction on order forms or receipt proceduresammy of the myriad detail work that composes thguésition
routine. What is important is to focus on the pssfenal aspects of acquisitions work, and the neitiog of

acquisitions as an essential component in goodritadministration.
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