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Popular Movies in Academic Libraries

Since its acquisition in October 2007, the movie Blades of Glory had circulated 191
times? in fewer than five years at College Library at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.
Critics might question the scholarly merit of the Will Farrell figure-skating parody, especially
considering the DVD likely was purchased and maintained with tuition and taxpayer dollars.
Although academic libraries historically have not collected popular movies®, institutions that
have offered feature films — particularly when displayed in open stacks — have experienced
positive results. This paper will argue that academic libraries benefit from the inclusion of
popular movies by bolstering circulation, providing educational value, and promoting outreach.
This paper also will offer guidelines for building a film collection in an academic library.

Historical Context

Although universities have collected films since at least the 1920s (Carr 40; Brancolini 49),
academic libraries traditionally have shunned mainstream movies, reserving video collections for
educational titles intended for classroom use: “... academic librarians and library administrators
have historically viewed collections of popular materials as inappropriate, unsuitable to
academia, and/or as ‘special’ collections in isolation from the collection as a whole” (Dimmock
141).

In a 1993 survey of seventy-three Association of Research Libraries (ARL) members,
eighty-seven percent reported that their library collected feature films (Brancolini & Provine 6).
However, only a third allowed students to borrow videorecordings for viewing outside the

library: “While most academic libraries lend videos to instructors for in-class use, many decline
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to lend them to local residents, staff members, or even students” (Albitz 2). In 2007, thirty-one
percent of academic and public libraries reported keeping media collections in closed stacks,
according to an American Library Association (ALA) survey (Macke 36). A 2009 survey of
sixty-four Videolib listserv subscribers found that one in five libraries still did not permit
undergraduates to borrow videos for viewing outside the library (Bergman 342).

In the literature, librarians have cited theft, format fragility, and replacement costs as
reasons for restricting movie borrowing privileges (Bergman 337-8). However, some academic
libraries have refused to collect videos as a matter of principle. An undated North Carolina State
University policy reproduced in the ARL survey stated, “The library’s collection development
policy with respect to audiovisual media is to acquire those materials needed to support teaching
and research programs and the library’s general information collection. It is not the library’s
objective to acquire materials for the recreation or entertainment needs of its users” (Brancolini
& Provine 103).

In a climate of stagnant budgets (Dewan 54), university collection developers have
resisted buying popular movies for fear the purchases would reduce money available for books:
“Academic libraries almost never build collections of motion media with the same intensity
devoted to print materials ... Even in those academic libraries with established and well-funded
video collections, expenditures for video lag proportionately far behind those for print materials”
(Brancolini 47, 49). The 2007 ALA survey found that film collections did not receive the same
perceived support as print. Twenty-two percent of respondents reported that their movie
collections received “token” or “minimal” support:

Some respondents reflect that media is the “most heavily used” part of their

collection and thus receives proportional support, while others note that they must
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fight the perception that media as a format only has recreational value (some
respondents use phrases such as “ghettoization” and “step-child status” to
describe the treatment of the collection). (Brewer 2)
Possibly because of popular movies’ perceived recreational status, scholars also have noted a
lack of research concerning film’s place in academic libraries: “... publications addressing
feature film collections in libraries in general and academic libraries in particular are sparse. The
most obvious culprit for this scarcity is the prevalent notion that feature film collections are for
entertainment rather than education and, thus, not worthy of serious examination” (Carr 43).

Circulation Manifestation

Academic libraries that have added popular movies to their film collections have experienced
surges in circulation: “It is widely acknowledged that the development of a feature film
collection in almost any type of library will significantly increase circulation. Indeed, despite the
fact that academic libraries have experienced a general decline in the circulation of their print
materials, the circulation of videos and DVDs continues to rise” (Carr 46).

In 2001, the Rush Rhees Library at the University of Rochester River Campus established
a DVD collection of commercial films for recreational viewing (Dimmock 141). Enabled by a
$13,000 allocation from the student senate, Rush Rhees Library allowed two students to select
initial DVDs (Dimmock 146). To facilitate browsing, librarians placed DVDs in a prominent
location in the multimedia center and alphabetized movies by title (Dimmock 147). In the library
catalog, catalogers indicated the film’s genre such as comedy (Dimmock 147). Along with genre,
patrons could search DVDs in the library catalog by language, director, or keyword (Dimmock
148). Five years after adding a popular DVD collection, Rush Rhees Library recorded

astounding results: Video circulation increased 766 percent; multimedia center student staffing
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tripled; the video/DVD search screen became the library’s second-most accessed webpage,
averaging 18,000 visits per month; and fifteen to twenty patrons frequently browsed the DVD
shelves at any given time (Dimmock 147-8).

Minnesota State University, Mankato, Memorial Library experienced a similar jolt in
circulation by expanding its DVD collection, moving films to open stacks, and supplementing
selections with a Netflix subscription (Bergman 344-5). After the changes, librarians determined
that DVDs circulated four times annually on average whereas books were borrowed .02 times:
“In addition to immediate benefits to the users, increased usage can support advocacy for greater
financial support of those collections” (Bergman 336).

Spurred by an initial gift of a thousand popular movies, the University of Denver Penrose
Library more than tripled its video collection between 2004 and 2010 (Macke 38). After the gift,
librarians continued to buy popular and critically acclaimed feature films: “The previous
established policy was to acquire media only upon faculty request for classroom instruction and
course reserves” (Macke 38). When Penrose Library moved the DVD collection to open stacks
in 2008, circulation increased by more than 300 percent in the first year: “... opening up access
to the videos and increasing the scope of the collection policy has been greatly welcomed by
faculty, students, and staff” (Macke 41).

Educational Value

As stated previously, academic libraries traditionally have avoided collecting popular movies, in
part, because of a perceived lack of scholarly merit. However, some librarians have argued in the
literature that mainstream motion pictures offer educational value across a variety of academic
curricula: “Popular culture DVDs and books have scholarly value ... Collections of popular

culture items, such as the popular DVD collection, can contribute to the body of knowledge
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supporting interdisciplinary programs” (Dimmock 141). Professors have found that video serves

as an effective method to reach millennials:
Home video has, furthermore, produced an entire generation of students raised on
videoculture, from whom video has become an expected part of the education
process. Faculty have begun to accept that video offers unique instructional and
research possibilities in a broad range of subject fields beyond art history, drama,
and other performance fields ... Feature films are increasingly used as teaching
tools by faculty in a broad range of disciplines, both as an art form in themselves,
and as political, social, and cultural texts (Brancolini 48).

Furthermore, classroom movies do not necessarily need to be artistic, historical, or acclaimed:

“Instructors use Twelve Angry Men as well as Mary Poppins to illustrate decision-making

processes and management styles. Fiction films are easily found in which the characters or

situations represent theoretical models” (Dykyj 204).

Scholars have argued that because popular culture has infiltrated college classrooms, it
also should be included in academic library collections: “... in this era of large
‘Communications’ departments laden with film and TV courses, and English departments that
are as likely to deal with advertising psychology as grammar, skillfully designed library-centered
popular culture research collections are easily justified across the curriculum” (Baky 53).
Scholars particularly laud popular movies’ importance to cultural studies. Despite seemingly
hollow content, mainstream movies contain intrinsic educational value by virtue of their
popularity: “By studying films, scholars believe they and their students can come to a greater
understanding of the forces that shaped twentieth century culture and that continue to shape

contemporary culture” (Carr 46).



Espe 6

Although undergraduate students were expected to be the primary borrowers of popular
movies, librarians have reported some surprising circulation statistics. At Penrose Library,
faculty, staff, graduate students, and Ph.D. candidates comprised 63 percent of video borrowers
from 2009 to 2010: “Despite some concerns that Penrose was simply re-creating a ‘Blockbuster
Video’ for undergraduates to enjoy at leisure, the current distribution of circulation of videos is
evenly distributed among the faculty and staff, and undergraduates and graduates” (Macke 39).
When the College of Mount Saint Joseph Library added a leisure video collection in 2002, it
restricted lending to students: “However, often professors would see the movies and want to use
them for their classes or to check out for their own entertainment” (Flanders 40, 42).

Along with supporting their university’s educational mission, academic libraries uphold
intellectual freedom by including popular movies in video collections. In 1990, the ALA Council
endorsed the “Freedom to View Statement,” which equated viewing with speaking, hearing, and
reading as constitutional rights. The statement’s first principle encourages libraries “to provide
the broadest access to film, video, and other audiovisual materials because they are a means for
the communication of ideas” (“Freedom to View,” ala.org). Although Brookover & Burns do not
specifically mention intellectual freedom, their message applies nonetheless: “... build the
collection that your community needs ... and not the one you think they should need or want. It’s
easy to get caught up playing “Librarian Knows Best,” but we don’t always know best. Do your
patrons the honor of believing them when they tell you what they want” (40).

Outreach
Popular-movie collections can serve as outreach tools. Although patrons may enter an academic
library solely for the purpose of a perceived free video rental, users may notice other services

such as computers laboratories, equipment checkout, printing stations, group study rooms, and
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helpful reference librarians: “People who do not use the library are unfortunately the very
individuals who can substantially benefit from its resources and services. It is the novice user and
nonlibrary patron whom the library should try to attract through outreach efforts” (Dewan 47).
Brookover & Burns echo that sentiment: “Good outreach increases door counts, circulation
statistics, and program attendance, all numbers you can proudly present to your director as
measures of success for your pop culture initiatives” (83).

When the College of Mount Saint Joseph Library established a collection of sixty-seven
secondhand popular videos in 2002, circulation immediately soared (Flanders 40), and the
collection yielded desirable byproducts: “By all accounts, our leisure movie collection has been a
resounding success. Through it we have generated good will among our students, and we have
been able to use the collection to aid in our marketing efforts of the library and its other services”
(Flanders 42). After Rush Rhees Library established a popular DVD collection, graduate
students’ spouses began requesting movies to the point that librarians created special borrowing
privileges for them (Dimmock 148).

As overall circulation and foot traffic decline (Woodward 1), academic libraries must
retain and attract patrons to remain relevant: “A growing number of students are aware that they
can access the library’s databases from home or anywhere else outside the library building.
Clearly, there are fewer reasons to enter a library building ... If patrons believe that they no
longer need to visit the building, we must show them that libraries offer more than just online
resources” (Dewan 47). Mainstream DVDs are one method to combat this perception. Johnson
states, “Children and youth live in an environment dominated by new media — MP3 players,

iPods, podcasts, and so on. If libraries fail to respond effectively to the rapidly expanding media
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environment, patrons will go elsewhere. More importantly, failing to encompass all formats in
collections ignores a tremendous wealth of information and artistic expression” (105).

Like cafes and recreational-reading collections, the availability of popular movies
cements the library as place, especially on a college campus: “Students ... are in a sense
‘homeless.” Commuters may be required to spend much of their day on campus and they need a
place to relax, study, and generally pull themselves together between classes. Dorms are often
noisy and unpleasant places that resident students prefer to avoid” (Woodward 48). Although
popular movies are available at public libraries and video stores, students will resort to other
activities rather than leave campus: “Students who live on campus or even commute to their
school think of the college as their “home away from home,” a self-sufficient community that
meets all their needs” (Dewan 60). By adding mainstream DVDs to the list of services, academic
libraries serve the whole user and reinforce their positions as comprehensive information hubs.
This is the reason the College of Mount Saint Joseph Library’s leisure cinema collection was an
immediate success: “The campus’ location is not within easy walking distance of a shopping
center, video store, or public library. Therefore, we identified a need to provide a small
recreational video collection for the school’s dorm students — especially those who do not have
cars” (Flanders 40).

Guidelines for Building a Popular-Movie Collection

Policy statement. Before purchasing a single video, an academic library should create a separate
collection development policy for popular movies: “It is insufficient to mention video briefly in
the library’s print collection policy” (Brancolini 58). If the library already has a collection policy
statement for audio-visual media, a subpolicy for feature films should be added (Brancolini 58).

The policy should state the collection’s goals and scope (Carr 44). The scope should address
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films’ languages, chronology, close captioning, and genres (Brancolini 60-1). Although the
policy should specify video formats, it should be vague enough to allow for emerging formats or
unforeseen delivery methods. The policy also should dictate procedures if a movie is challenged
or, at minimum, refer to the library’s general policy statement regarding challenged materials.
Budget. Scholars encourage academic libraries to create a separate video fund for this reason:
“When the purchase of these materials must compete with the purchase of print materials, print
materials receive priority” (Brancolini 57). In “Guidelines for Media Resources in Academic
Libraries (2012),” an Association of College & Research Libraries (ACRL) taskforce
recommends establishing a media-resources budget based on circulation statistics or a percentage
of the total library acquisitions budget:
Using circulation statistics to determine funding levels for the purchase of media
resources assures that a high-use collection will be able to meet the demand for
new titles, additional copies of popular titles, and replacement of worn materials.
Materials budgets should also be large and flexible enough to support the
exploration of new media formats along with physical formats.
Audience. Selectors should consider the library’s audience when purchasing videos. Although
popular-movie collections often are intended for undergraduates in the eighteen- to twenty-two-
year-old demographic, academic libraries have discovered that other patrons — including faculty
members and graduate students — frequently borrow feature films as well (Macke 40). Low
argues, “Now, if people want to see mass market movies, then this is certainly what the film
library should provide. But this is not all that people want to see. There is also a market for more

serious and thought provoking cinema” (36).
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Selectors also must consider underrepresented groups. For example, when presented with
the choice, librarians should choose foreign-language DVDs with subtitles rather than dubbed
dialogue, especially if the university serves an international population. Likewise, selectors
should purchase movies with closed captioning to comply with the American with Disabilities
Act (Brancolini 60). The collection also should reflect diverse viewpoints: “... without a
balanced library collection, there is no means to get at the balance of perspectives, i.e., there is
no means to get at the truth, and this is why the principle of a balanced collection is fundamental
for libraries” (Low 39-40). Vogelsong & Lewis emphasize the importance of diverse movie
choices:

Video librarians involved in building balanced multicultural collections are
working to undo (or at least to document and learn from) much of the stereotyping
and skewed representation put forth by the mass media. Any attempt to build a
broadly representative collection of video titles must take into account the
enormous roles the mass media have played in shaping the social and political
histories of various American cultures. (167)
The College of Mount Saint Joseph Library achieved a successful video collection by including
multicultural viewpoints: “We wanted the leisure film collection to reflect the ethnic and racial
diversity of our student body, and we focused on acquiring popular movies with diverse
characters and backgrounds” (Flanders 40).
Selectors. The literature favors shared responsibility for selecting popular movies. Brancolini
writes, “Even in ARL libraries, where selection is generally firmly in the hands of librarians,
selection of media resources tends to fall outside of the exclusive purview of the library” (62).

The Rush Rhees Library enlisted two undergraduate students to select initial movie titles for its
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collection (Dimmock 146). The College of Mount Saint Joseph Library asked student assistants
for a list of movie recommendations (Flanders 40).

To achieve a balanced collection, librarians should consult campus groups such as film
clubs and multicultural student organizations. Such an effort allows diverse groups to influence
selection while raising awareness about the library’s popular-movie collection. Academic
libraries also should provide paper and electronic forms for patrons to suggest video purchases:
“Customer input is critical ... Try to elicit comments and feedback from customers” (Brookover
82).

Criteria. Although diversity is essential, a popular-movie collection should accomplish its
primary goal: mass appeal. Librarians should consider purchasing films that have performed well
at the box office, especially if the content appeals to a college audience. Albitz argues, “If videos
go unused, why purchase them at all? In most cases, media centers are established as working
collections, not archives. If these collections go unused, then the mission of the institution goes
unsupported” (6). Lonergan reinforces this notion: “Surveys show that the great majority of films
borrowed from libraries are for purposes of entertainment rather than education and this factor
needs to be taken into serious consideration when making plans for the film collection” (191).
Resources. Along with box-office receipts and campus partners, librarians have access to a
plethora of selection aids for choosing popular movies. Selectors can refer to books, periodicals,
databases, blogs, listservs, and websites (Pitman 192-6). To bolster its video collection in 2007,
Penrose Library “purchased 861 highly rated academic and popular films based on Academy
Awards, the Criterion Collection, Sundance Film Festival Awards, and other authoritative film

title lists” (Macke 38).
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To build a core collection, Dykyj (216) suggests purchasing titles indexed in a film-
studies textbook such as the regularly updated Film Art: An Introduction. The American Film
Institute (AFI) is another resource for building a core collection. Available on its website, the
AFI has compiled lists of the greatest movies from the past 100 years in a variety of genres such
as sports and Westerns. Also available is the subscription database AFI Catalog of Feature Films,
which contains lists and information about American movies from 1893 to the present.

To keep abreast of recent video releases, librarians can monitor websites such as
MovieWeb.com, which provides a list of new DVD releases every week. MovieWeb.com
visitors also can sort releases by month, year, genre, and popularity. Jeff T. Dick writes the
monthly Library Journal column “Fast Scans,” highlighting foreign and independent DVDs
(Dick, “Fast Scans”). The University of California, Berkeley Library manages the Videolib
listserv, which emails discussions about video collection, access, and use (Handman,
“Subscribing to”). Likewise, the ALA Video Round Table sponsors the Videonews listserv,
which sends information about services, products, resources, and programs for video librarians
(Handman, “Subscribing to”).

Access. Academic libraries must do more than purchase popular movies; they must provide
optimal access to them. Libraries have realized the greatest increases in circulation by displaying
videos in open stacks. Penrose Library bought 861 films in 2007, but circulation of those items
remained flat until librarians moved the collection to open stacks: “Students either did not know
Penrose had the films, or the closed stacks were a barrier for access” (Macke 38). After moving
DVDs to open stacks, circulation rose 323.67 percent in the first year (Macke 41). Memorial
Library also experienced a dramatic rise in circulation after moving its video collection to open

stacks (Bergman 345).
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Librarians have reported success by shelving DVDs together in their original commercial
packaging to facilitate browsing (Dimmock 147). Libraries also have adjusted cataloging
methods to improve discovery of movie titles. The Rush Rhees Library added genres to DVD
catalog records and created a separate webpage for videos (Dimmock 147-8).

Finally, libraries should provide equipment for patrons to watch movies in the building
when necessary. Modern personal computers are equipped with DVD players. However, if a
library lends VHS tapes, it should provide access to a VCR and monitor. Library staff members
also should receive training to operate the machinery. The ACRL taskforce writes, “Media
collections cannot be used without the necessary playback equipment ... Some users do not own
or have other access to playback equipment. Therefore, every effort must be made in order to
provide and maintain playback equipment to support all collected formats ...” (“Guidelines,”

ala.org).
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Notes

1. The author is a graduate student in the School of Library & Information Studies at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison. Contact him at espe0005@umn.edu.

2. According to internal Ex Libris VVoyager statistics accessed 28 April 2012. For a
screenshot, visit http://db.tt/w613mSfr.

3. This paper interchangeably uses the terms movies, films, videos, DVDs,
videorecordings, cinema, tapes, and motion pictures to indicate any format that libraries use to
lend feature films to patrons.
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