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Students at U.S. colleges and universities are concerned about the
high cost of textbooks. Expansion of library course reserves has been
suggested as one solution to this problem. The authors surveyed li-
braries at public universities to explore the status and management
of physical course reserves and the role they play vis-à-vis textbook
affordability. Both size and circulation of physical course reserve
collections are declining. Despite a large growth in the use of elec-
tronic reserves, physical reserves play a significant role in providing
textbooks for recommended reading lists. Physical course reserves
represent a safety valve for students looking for ways to pay for
college in an environment of ever-increasing textbook costs.
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INTRODUCTION

American academic libraries have offered course reserves services dating as
far back as the 19th century, when history professors supplied the libraries at
the University of Michigan, Harvard University, and Johns Hopkins University
with lists of books their students would need during the semester (Austin,
2004). Course reserve services have since provided students with access to
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class materials, which may take the form of books, photocopied articles,
textbooks, class notes, old tests, and video or sound recordings.

The authors would not have thought about investigating the status of
physical course reserve services had it not been for a wakeup call we re-
ceived from an article published in the campus student newspaper. The
Daily Barometer (Heartman, 2005) reported on a proposal that had been
presented to the faculty senate by the Associated Students of Oregon State
University (ASOSU). The students were very concerned about the rising cost
of textbooks and looked to the library as a source of relief. Their proposal
called for two copies of every assigned textbook to be put on reserve in the
library as one solution for coping with highly inflated textbook costs.

According to a 2005 report by the Government Accountability Office
(GAO), students spend on average $900 a year on textbooks. Textbook costs
have historically been a contentious issue for students (U. S. Government
Accountability Office, 2005). Students and many other groups investigating
textbook affordability believe university libraries have a role in helping to
mitigate the high cost of textbooks. Reports on the issue of textbook costs
from groups in several states as well as at the federal level have suggested
that textbooks should be on reserve in the library (Illinois Board of Higher
Education, 2005; State of Connecticut, 2006; State Council of Higher Educa-
tion for Virginia, 2006; Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance,
2007; Minnesota Office of Higher Education, 2007, University of Wisconsin
System, 2007; NYPIRG, 2008). These recommendations do not acknowledge
the costs for libraries of providing expanded reserve services in terms of
budget, space, and staffing. Only the report from the Minnesota Office of
Higher Education (2007) addressed these issues in any fashion by stating that
“faculty can be encouraged to support library expenses for the placement of
textbooks on library reserve” (p. 11). Costs are an enormous issue. A recent
textbook reserve project at the University of Illinois had to be abandoned
because of high costs (Laskowski, 2007).

The ASOSU proposal inspired the authors to ask questions about the
library’s physical course reserves service (Pollitz & Christie, 2006). What
were the implications in terms of budget and staffing if the OSU Libraries
adopted the students’ recommendation for alleviating textbook costs? Are
course reserves sustainable and still relevant in today’s academic climate?
What does it cost to run a course reserve service? Is providing a reserve
service the most effective use of these funds? Questions about our own
course reserves service prompted us to wonder how other libraries were
managing their services and how librarians viewed the interplay between
course reserve services and the high cost of textbooks.

There is little current literature on how physical course reserve services
are being used. In the past 10 years, with the development and adoption of
electronic reserve services (e-reserves), library literature has focused on that
topic with very little attention paid to traditional paper-based reserve services.
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There is also little current information on the cost of providing the physical
course reserve service, including the purchase of books and other items to go
on reserve and library staff time to manage the reserve collection. We found
only three articles reporting results from surveys of libraries on physical
course reserve services conducted within the past 20 years. Gyeszley (1988)
surveyed member libraries of the Association of Research Libraries (ARL)
in autumn 1987 asking about reserve materials, staffing, and policies. After
several years of observing a decline in the course reserve collection at the
University of Denver, Fisher (1988) surveyed a group of academic libraries to
investigate whether the use of commercial photocopying of class notes might
be a factor. More recently, Tolppanen (2004) surveyed college and university
libraries in an attempt to identify the current and future primary tasks of
access services departments, and reported that nearly 50% of respondents
expected faculty use of all reserve services to increase. At the same time,
only 27% expected student use of physical reserve services to increase,
and 44% expected it to decline. In a case study of the reserve collection at
Rutgers University in 2004, Warner (2005) looked at the cost per use of books
purchased for reserves, noting differences between disciplines as defined by
Library of Congress call numbers.

We undertook a survey of peer institutions with two goals in mind.
First, we wished to obtain a snapshot in time describing the state of physical
course reserves services in a digital environment where e-reserve systems are
becoming the primary means of supporting supplemental course readings.
In light of the current crisis in textbook affordability, physical course reserve
services have been suggested as a means of mitigating the costs that our
students face. Our second goal was therefore to discover if libraries were
positioned to make changes in course reserves in order to offer increased
access to textbooks.

METHODOLOGY AND SURVEY RESPONSE RATE

To identify institutions to survey, we consulted the Carnegie Foundation
for the Advancement of Teaching Classifications custom listings database
(Carnegie Foundation, 2008). Selecting research-intensive, 4-year public in-
stitutions with enrollments over 10,000 undergraduate students resulted in a
list of 196 universities similar to Oregon State University. We used the World
Wide Web to identify the name and e-mail address of the Head of Access
Services at each institution. Where we were unable to find a Head of Access
Services, we looked for the Head of Circulation or the Head of Reserves to
respond on behalf of their library. If it was not possible to identify a single
contact for a particular university it was removed from the group, reducing
the final list to 190 institutions.
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With the survey population determined, we developed questions for an
online survey working with staff from the Oregon State University Survey
Research Center. In order to achieve a high rate of return and obtain useful
data, our survey asked for statistics we believed that libraries would have
close at hand. The survey comprised 30 questions in the following categories:
physical course reserves, electronic course reserves, textbooks and course
reserves, budget and staffing, and demographics (see Appendix). The survey
was announced by e-mail in August, 2006. A reminder message was sent after
2 weeks, and the survey was closed after 4 weeks. One hundred and five
libraries responded to the first question in the survey. All but one of the
libraries had course reserve services. Twenty libraries stopped answering
the survey after the first two questions. This left a group of 84 libraries that
completed the survey, resulting in a response rate of 44% (84/190).

Although the focus of our research was directed at libraries’ physical
course reserves services, we included questions about e-reserves in order
to better evaluate the role of traditional services in the modern context.
Ninety-six percent (80/83) of the responding libraries have an e-reserves
system, indicating that this service has become ubiquitous. Ninety-five per-
cent (76/80) of these libraries responded that e-reserves had been in place
for at least 2 years or more.

In reporting the survey results we present information on course re-
serves services in general followed by more specific aspects concerning
textbooks in course reserves. We conclude with a discussion of the impor-
tance and future of physical course reserves in connection with textbook
affordability and new digital technologies.

SIZE AND CIRCULATION OF PHYSICAL COURSE
RESERVES COLLECTIONS

Physical course reserves collections at the responding libraries are not
large. Sixty-eight percent (57/84) had fewer than 2000 items on reserve
each semester or term, 13% (11/84) had collections of 2000–4000 items,
while 17% (14/84) had collections exceeding 4000 items (see Figure 1). In
Gyeszley’s 1987 survey, 58 libraries (74%) reported reserve collections ex-
ceeding 4000 items (Gyeszley, 1988). Our survey, conducted almost 20 years
later, found traditional physical reserve collections considerably smaller.
Thirty libraries (36%) had fewer than 500 items in their reserve collection.
It should be noted that, although Gyeszley’s survey was sent solely to ARL
libraries and ours to a broader group of academic libraries, there were simi-
larities in the size of responding campuses. Over half of Gyeszley’s group, 37
of 78 libraries, were from campuses with a student population below 20,000.
This was very similar to the universities in our survey where 50 of 79 had
student populations below 20,000.
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FIGURE 1 Number of items on physical reserve per semester or term.

When asked to consider the size of the physical course reserves collec-
tion in the preceding 5 years, the majority of libraries (70%, 58/84) said the
collection was decreasing (see Figure 2). The overwhelming reason given for
the decrease of the physical course reserves collection was the implementa-
tion of e-reserves. In the 56 voluntary comments received in response to this
question, 40 libraries said that the library’s e-reserves service accounts for
declining numbers of journal articles and book chapters placed on physical
course reserves.

Circulation of the physical course reserves collection has also decreased
in the preceding 5 years (see Figure 2). Fifty-five percent (46/84) of libraries
reported a decrease, with one library noting a 50% decrease in the previous
decade. While some libraries commented that the decline in circulation did
not apply to course textbooks or to media, many libraries directly related
the decrease in circulation to the decrease in size of the physical reserves
collection. Of the 58 libraries that said that the physical course reserves

FIGURE 2 Changes in size and circulation of physical reserves over the last 5 years.
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collection was decreasing in size, 71% (41/58) noted that circulation was
also decreasing. Reasons given for the decrease in circulation included the
campus bookstore selling course packs, the library no longer putting single
articles on physical reserve, and new faculty who were unaware of physical
course reserves services. The most common reason given for the decrease in
circulation of the physical reserves collection, however, was the development
of e-reserves, which have an advantage over physical course reserves in
providing 24/7 access. A 1998 study of e-reserves supported the contention
that students seem more willing to read reserve material when it is available
online (Colaric, 1998). Some libraries noted very heavy use of e-reserves; in
one case topping 300,000 hits in a year. It is difficult to imagine this volume
of service at a physical course reserves desk.

CONTENT AND OWNERSHIP OF RESERVE COLLECTIONS

When we asked libraries to indicate the most abundant material type in their
physical reserves collections, we received some surprising answers. While
49% (40/81) of respondents reported that the largest number of items on
reserve was books, unexpectedly 40% (32/81) reported that journal articles
comprised the largest portion of their reserves collection. Earlier research
had predicted that many libraries with e-reserve services would soon no
longer need to maintain a physical reserve service (Tolppanen, 2004). We
expected that, in an e-reserves world, few library physical reserve collections
would be dominated by journals. Material particularly suited to e-reserves
such as class notes and old/practice tests still represented a large segment of
the physical reserves collection; for six libraries it was the largest part.

Our survey also investigated ownership of the books being placed on
reserve. Eighty-five percent (70/84) of libraries responding to this query
reported that their course reserve collections consisted primarily of library-
owned books, with only 15% (12/82) responding that faculty-owned books
made up the largest portion. Once again, our data differed from Gyeszley’s
1987 findings in which reserve collections were “likely to have an almost
equal number of library-owned and personal materials on reserve” (Gyeszley,
1988).

Libraries were asked their opinion about which disciplines put the most
material on course reserves. Sixty-seven percent (52/78) of the responses
indicated that the physical course reserves service was most heavily used by
the arts and humanities (see Figure 3). Given the large amount of reading
typically assigned in English, history, and philosophy classes, this is not un-
expected. For the e-reserves collection the amount of use by the arts and
humanities and the social sciences was about the same. We were somewhat
surprised by the low use of reserve services by science and engineering.
Is less reading required for students in science and engineering than for
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FIGURE 3 Use of course reserves by discipline.

students in the arts and humanities? Are science students more likely
to purchase required and/or recommended textbooks than students in
other disciplines? The second question is particularly intriguing consider-
ing that science textbooks are more expensive than for the humanities
(Baker & Taylor, 2008). Are science instructors more likely to post jour-
nal articles in course management systems or on their own Web sites?
These issues represent fruitful areas for more investigation and data gath-
ering, which could lead to a different allocation of library resources and
services.

COST OF STAFFING COURSE RESERVES SERVICES

In designing our survey we attempted to make it easy to complete by asking
for statistics we believed that libraries would have readily available. When
it came to staffing and financial information, however, we did not always
receive precise information. As a result, in these areas, we had a smaller
subset of data from which to draw conclusions. Libraries reported a range
of staffing numbers from a high of 30 to a low of 0.25 FTE. We cannot com-
pare these numbers with Gyeszley’s staffing data, which was reported for all
libraries as a single group (Gyeszley, 1988). In our analysis, cost estimates
for salaries that did not logically match staffing numbers were eliminated.
Thirty-seven libraries in our survey used the same staff for physical course
reserves and e-reserves, so they did not itemize the staffing costs for each
service. In those cases we did not use the financial data. After winnow-
ing out responses we arrived at a set of costs for physical course reserves
(n28) and e-reserves (n23). The range of annual salary expenditures on
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FIGURE 4 Staffing costs per year for physical course reserves and e-reserves.

physical course reserves ran from a high of $150,000 to a low of $1,000 (see
Figure 4).

For e-reserves, the annual high was also $150,000 (a different university
than the one reporting this cost for physical course reserves) to a low of
$10,000 (see Figure 4.). Forty-seven percent (39/84) of the group spent be-
tween $25,000 and $75,000 on salaries for physical course reserves. Surpris-
ingly, 31% (26/84) spent between $75,000 and $100,000 to staff the physical
reserves service. The numbers for e-reserves salaries also held some sur-
prises. The majority of libraries, 64% (14/22), that responded were spending
in the $10,000 to $50,000 range on salaries. There were fewer libraries spend-
ing over $100,000 on e-reserves than on physical course reserves. While
these data are not precise enough to allow definitive conclusions, they sug-
gest that future case studies in this area could provide valuable information
upon which library administrations could make organizational decisions on
managing reserve services.

The majority of libraries responding (96%, 75/78) reported that they
were the unit with primary responsibility for posting material on e-reserves.
Faculty, however, can also play a large role in populating e-reserve ser-
vices, potentially reducing involvement of reserves staff. Of the 75 institu-
tions where libraries posted e-reserve material, 71% (50/75) responded that
faculty also post material. Comments from libraries where faculty have an
active role in e-reserves indicate that those faculty are mainly posting doc-
uments in course management systems or on their own Web sites. A few
libraries mentioned their role in assisting faculty by helping prepare material
for posting on course management systems. Two others utilized the campus
course management system to provide course readings online rather than
paying for a separate library software product. Respondents to our survey
indicated that information technology (IT) departments, academic depart-
ments, and copyright offices generally did not play a significant role in
posting e-reserves.
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TEXTBOOKS IN THE PHYSICAL COURSE RESERVE COLLECTION

At Oregon State University students indicated that they saw the library’s
course reserve service as a source of relief from high textbook costs
(Heartman, 2005). Our survey therefore investigated whether course reserve
services were fulfilling this need nationwide. What were libraries doing to
assist students as they faced rapidly increasing costs for textbooks? We won-
dered about the status of recommended textbooks in relationship to required
textbooks. If students see recommended textbooks as less central to their
class work, are recommended textbooks thus more of a burden to purchase?
We therefore asked libraries to indicate whether recommended textbooks or
required textbooks made up the majority of their reserve collections. Sixty-
four percent (52/81) of libraries that responded reported that recommended
textbooks made up the largest part of their physical reserves collection, while
for 31% (25/81) of the libraries responding the number of required textbooks
made up the largest portion. Reasons for the larger number of recommended
books in course reserves could be that faculty expect students to purchase
the required textbooks and do not place them on reserve and that libraries
are less willing to purchase required textbooks as opposed to recommended
books.

If libraries are going to commit to assisting students grappling with text-
book affordability, they will need to reexamine their textbook-purchasing
policies. In order to assess their current commitment to physical course re-
serve, we asked how many libraries actually purchased textbooks for their
course reserve collections. We found that the majority of libraries still re-
frained from buying textbooks, even for reserves. Sixty-seven percent (56/84)
of the libraries responding to our survey did not buy any required text-
books, and 52% (44/84) did not buy any recommended textbooks for course
reserves. Of the libraries that do purchase textbooks, 47% (39/84) bought
some or all of the recommended books that instructors requested. In con-
trast, only 32% (27/84) of the libraries responding purchased some or all
of the required books that instructors requested. Most of the libraries (14)
purchased 39 or fewer required textbooks each semester or term but a few
libraries (3) purchased more than 100 required textbooks for course reserves.
Only 4 libraries purchased all of the textbooks that faculty requested.

Intimately related to the number of textbooks purchased by libraries for
physical reserve collections is the cost of those books. Our survey attempted
to tease out some information on the cost of maintaining a course reserve
service presently, assuming that those costs would increase significantly if
libraries decide to view physical course reserves as a way to provide re-
lief to students from the high cost of textbooks. We asked libraries, “Please
select the amount that most closely matches the amount spent for the phys-
ical course reserve service in a fiscal year,” and to indicate whether the
funds came from the general materials budget or if there was a specific fund
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FIGURE 5 Dollars spent on physical course reserves in a fiscal year.

designated for course reserve material. Of the 39 libraries that reported pur-
chasing material for course reserves, 44% (17/39) spent less than $3000 (see
Figure 5). One third of the libraries (13/39) were uncertain about how much
was spent each year to purchase material for the physical course reserves
service. Of those libraries that purchase material, 38% (15/40) had a specific
budget line specifically for course reserves, 23% (9/40) used general col-
lection development funds lines, and 36% (14/40) had no specific line. Six
libraries responded that they spent in excess of $7000 annually for course
reserve material. Not surprisingly, four of the six indicated that they had
a dedicated course reserves budget line. Furthermore, five of the libraries
spending more than $7000 on course reserves had student populations of
over 25,000 FTE.

That two thirds of libraries responding to our survey did not buy re-
quired textbooks for course reserve collections at all supports the results of
an earlier study reporting that libraries do not generally collect textbooks
(Hsieh & Runner, 2005). Reasons given by the libraries in our survey for not
purchasing textbooks include the high cost, poor quality, processing time,
rapid obsolescence, the need to purchase other materials for faculty research
and curriculum support, and the belief that it is the students’ responsibility
to purchase their textbooks. Other libraries stated that the purpose of course
reserves is to provide supplementary material for additional study or rein-
forcement rather than textbooks. Along this same line, one library noted that
it does not borrow textbooks via interlibrary loan.

ROLE OF THE LIBRARY IN PROVIDING ACCESS TO TEXTBOOKS

Students are very concerned about the high cost of textbooks (Fairchild, 2004;
State of Connecticut, 2006; State Council of Higher Education for Virginia,
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2006). Many of the libraries responding to this survey are aware that students
have difficulty affording their textbooks and recognize a potential role for
libraries in mitigating student costs. One library noted that while reserves
circulation as a whole was down, the circulation of textbooks within this
collection had increased. Librarians are also conscious of a common student
complaint about textbooks; that often only a few chapters from the books
are assigned and yet students must purchase the entire book. Respondents
were also concerned that the cost of textbooks might lead instructors to
scale back on required reading, potentially reducing the rigor of the college
educational experience.

Some individual libraries in our survey have adopted various strategies
to provide students with expanded access to textbooks via course reserves.
These include:

• Increasing the number of textbooks on open/closed reserve.
• Developing a textbook collection in addition to course reserves.
• Purchasing textbooks in response to requests from students as well as

faculty.
• Changing a policy for purchasing lower-division textbooks to cover upper-

division textbooks as well.
• Putting required and recommended books on reserve if owned by the

library even if faculty have not made reserve requests.
• Purchasing textbooks for course reserves using academic department funds

but also using library funds for purchasing some items for extended
reserve.

Given the concern and actions of students on the Oregon State Uni-
versity campus with respect to textbooks, we also asked other libraries if
they or any other group on campus had taken steps other than course re-
serves to address the textbook affordability issue. By “course reserves” we
mean the traditional service where some faculty initiate reserve requests to
provide students with access to assigned reading. Almost two thirds of the
responding libraries (64%, 50/78) had not considered any other approaches.
Many libraries reported that while they have wrestled with the problem of
adding textbooks to the collection, they had not come up with solutions.
Both the cost of the textbooks and the space to house them are considerable
obstacles. Because of the temporal nature of textbooks, purchasing them is
not often seen as a good investment. Other concerns expressed about pro-
viding textbooks included competition with the private sector, violation of
the university’s contract with a textbook vendor, and pressure from the cam-
pus bookstore. A small number of libraries reported investigating electronic
textbooks, but at the time of our survey they were not being widely adopted.
One library responded that while the library was not involved in assisting
students with access to textbooks, it was possible that other units on campus
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were. One library noted “there is a textbook scholarship program located at
the Black Cultural Center where any student can apply for and check out
textbooks for a semester,” while another commented that, “the Associated
Students are pushing for faculty to place personal copies of textbooks on
course reserves.”

IMPORTANCE OF THE COURSE RESERVES SERVICE

Libraries that responded to our survey serve undergraduate populations of
10,000 students and more. The prevailing attitude expressed by these libraries
was that course reserves are a very important service for supporting students.
Seventy-one percent (56/79) of libraries stated that the physical course re-
serves service is essential, while 82% (60/73) stated that an e-reserves service
is essential. When asked why they felt so strongly that reserve services were
so important, several reasons were given. Many felt that course reserves are
a backup source for textbooks that often present problems beyond their high
cost. Textbooks often take a long time to acquire, older editions go out of
print, bookstores run out of stock, and the books are sometimes supplemen-
tal rather than required in course syllabi. Many students can only afford the
required texts when additional readings or references are prohibitively ex-
pensive (Advisory Committee on Student Finances, 2007). One library stated
“by providing a course reserves service we are keeping an active role in the
academic community on campus. Staff at the Reserves desks interact with
faculty on a daily basis and provide a service that is highly valued by stu-
dents who do not have extra cash to buy books and also want online access
to as many readings as possible.”

While students value the ease of desktop access to assigned reading and
prefer it to spending time in the library, rights issues may mean that physical
reserve collections will be around for some time to come. Many universities
are still troubled by copyright rulings in the last decade that have resulted in
fewer course packs being produced. Several libraries mentioned that course
reserve services provide a legal source for students to access materials, such
as journal articles, book chapters, and conference proceedings. On one cam-
pus, the teaching faculty use reserves services heavily specifically because
the library handles copyright issues.

Several libraries remarked on changes in conditions on their campuses
that have contributed to a decrease in course reserve collections and use.
Some observed that there were more adjunct faculty employed on their
campuses and that these faculty make fewer requests to place materials on
reserve. Large class sizes caused faculty to be reluctant about assigning as
much as outside reading as they once did. A number of comments expressed
the feeling that students are less willing to do the reading for a class and less is
being expected of them in terms of the amount and caliber of work required



Management of Library Course Reserves 471

for their programs. These issues are not new to the digital environment. An
earlier survey done in 1988 reflects many of the same concerns (Fisher, 1988).

Given the decrease in the size of the physical reserves collection, one
library found it hard to argue that course reserves still represents an essen-
tial service. Another said “If we were to do away with it [course reserves]
most students won’t notice . . .” “[S]ince electronic reserves could be done via
courseware (and some professors do this),” replied one respondent, “course
reserve services are therefore not an essential service, although much ap-
preciated and heavily used.” Yet another stated the belief that because of
copyright a physical reserve collection will persist but that managing e-
reserves might move to other campus units, reducing the role of the library
in supplying class readings.

FUTURE OF COURSE RESERVES AND TEXTBOOK AFFORDABILITY

In a rapidly shifting library world, it is difficult to provide a completely up-
to-date and comprehensive report of the state of academic library course
reserves. Our survey collected national data that documents what many li-
braries were experiencing in their local environment at a specific point in
time. Although a severe economic downturn and advances in digital pub-
lishing have impacted that environment in the intervening years, the obser-
vations and responses remain relevant and enlightening to libraries as they
struggle with responding to student service expectations. Many librarians an-
ticipate the continued decline in the physical reserves as e-reserves expand
and as faculty members make more use of course management systems. One
respondent’s opinion was that there would be no traditional reserve collec-
tion within 5 years, although others projected that a small physical reserves
collection will remain for items where electronic access is not feasible. As the
reserve collection migrates to digital formats, the benefits of library services
that are place bound and constricted by building hours have diminished. It
is also likely that the processing and linking to digital collections may be
managed by other campus units.

While other librarians have looked at the operations of course reserve
services and use of the collections (Fisher, 1988; Colaric, 1998; Austin, 2004;
Warner, 2005), our survey indicated that there is often not a clear under-
standing of the costs of this service. Many librarians responsible for reserve
services were not sure what is being spent to purchase reserve material.
Staffing costs are clouded by multiple job responsibilities and reporting struc-
tures. In the current economic atmosphere, awareness of library operational
costs is of critical importance. As librarians make decisions regarding their
role in solving the textbook-cost dilemma, the costs of providing or even ex-
panding course reserve services must be carefully evaluated. We suggest, as
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did Warner (2005), that more case studies are needed as models for looking
closely at the cost of providing course reserves.

Our study indicates lack of detailed knowledge regarding costs involved
in providing a physical course reserves service. It is important that libraries
better monitor the costs of this service and gain a better understanding of
how it is used within the context of textbook affordability. Several libraries
commented that the physical reserve collection was underused, yet students
are looking to course reserves as a strategy for cutting their costs. As librarians
pay more attention to data on how course reserves are being used and paid
for, they can make better informed decisions about the organization and
management of these services. Course reserve data will not only assist library
managers but also the university as a whole. One library, for example, noted
that the size of the course reserves collection per department and its use was
part of the departmental accreditation process.

The forces contributing to shrinking physical course reserve collections
should be tracked with an eye toward these questions. Will there be a
time when these collections no longer represent a core library service?” Will
escalating textbook costs ensure the life of physical reserve collections into
the foreseeable future? Can or should the resources that support traditional
physical course reserves services be redirected or expanded to focus more
strongly on textbook affordability for students who are confronting the cost
of today’s college education? What effect will new electronic publishing
ventures have on textbook costs and the use of physical course reserves? The
question of purchasing textbooks remains a topic of discussion for college
libraries, as reflected in a recent flurry of messages on the collib-l LISTSERV
(Pellegrino, 2009).

The current textbook economic environment is in flux. Costs are rising,
students are upset, publishers are defensive, and campus bookstores are in a
crunch between the two. University administrators are hearing from parents
and the government. Libraries come into the picture through course reserve
services, both physical and electronic. The future role for libraries in this
environment remains uncertain and ill-defined. The libraries that replied to
our survey commonly do not purchase textbooks. State governments, like
Minnesota, have looked at solutions to the cost of textbooks and have noted
the role of libraries in addressing this cost to students. The comments we
received indicated that, at the time, while many librarians were aware of what
the high cost of textbooks means to students on their campuses, they had
not explored alternatives that their libraries might offer for students facing
increasing textbook costs.

On a national level librarians are making textbooks and textbook-cost
inflation their concern. At the American Library Association (ALA) Midwin-
ter Conference in January 2009, the Association of College and Research
Libraries (ACRL) and Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources Coali-
tion (SPARC) held a joint ACRL–SPARC Forum entitled, “The Transformative
Potential of Open Educational Resources (OER).” A panel, representing
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faculty, college bookstores, and student groups, discussed open-source and
commercial electronic textbook initiatives that promise to lower student costs
and the role libraries play in this burgeoning movement (Belliston, 2009).
Meetings such as these help librarians keep informed on the development
of electronic textbooks that could have a major impact on physical course
reserves. A new commercial player recently entered the electronic textbook
market when Amazon announced the Kindle DX as a platform for providing
textbooks (Stone & Rich, 2009). Six colleges and universities will be test-
ing out the new Kindles during the next academic year. Another university,
Northwest Missouri State University (NMSU), has already been experiment-
ing with electronic textbooks and downloading texts onto laptop computers
(Gross, 2009; Young, 2009) NMSU has had a textbook rental service since
1905 and all students now receive a notebook computer (Northwest Mis-
souri State University, 2009). Over the 2008/2009 academic year, 500 students
tested out electronic book readers and digital textbooks on their notebooks.

While some universities are learning how electronic textbooks can help
keep costs down, others, like North Carolina State University (NCSU), are
working to address the textbook-cost issue in the print format. Midway into
the fall 2008 semester, the NCSU Libraries began making at least one copy
of every required textbook, over 3,000 books, available in their physical
course reserve system. Each textbook can be checked out for a 2-hour period
(North Carolina State University, 2009). In response to a student proposal,
the university library has been working in collaboration with the campus
bookstore to provide this service. The library has committed about $250,000
of their collections budget to the program and they have seen a 600% rise
in reserve circulation (Vaughn, 2009). One librarian at NCSU described the
program as a successful collaboration between the library and the campus
bookstore, addressing not only the cost of textbooks but also their size.
Having textbooks on reserve frees students from the need to load their
backpacks full of heavy books for a day of classes. The campus bookstore
was enthusiastic about working with the library and did not see the program
as a threat to their operation, noting that it was responsive to student needs
and that because of competition for a limited number of books and 2-
hour circulation periods, they felt that students would continue to purchase
required textbooks (T. Reade, personal communication, June 24, 2009).

While academic libraries are facing one of the most severe funding
crises in decades, our students and their families are also facing economic
exigencies that are forcing make-or-break decisions about their education.
Some help may be on the way in the form of the current national economic
stimulus package that includes $29 billion to make college more affordable.
Along with increases in direct aid through Pell Grants and Federal Work
Study, the package will make textbook costs an eligible part of taxpay-
ers’ education tax credit (Supiano, 2009). The severe downturn in the global
economy and technological innovations will continue to impact all academic
library services and the students that use them. Physical course reserves are
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in the middle of the very prominent textbook-affordability crisis. Our survey,
a snapshot in time, is the only recent study to query medium-size academic
libraries regarding managing print material and textbooks in course reserve
services. More investigation is needed regarding how the economy is im-
pacting physical course reserves, and certainly on how electronic textbooks
will affect this traditional service.
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