A Proposal to Create an Additional Category of Academic Librarian

Last year’s revision of the “Regulations Relating to the Employment of Librarian Staff” was designed to bring the regulations for librarians into congruence with the regulations for the academic staff, and to grant librarians the same rights and responsibilities as their colleagues who are tenure-track faculty. There is no reason to believe that granting this equivalent status per se is problematic to the University.   Librarians are academics and should remain so. 

As the new regulations have come into operation, however, it has become apparent that they will create major difficulties for the librarian staff.  As was predicted from the beginning of the amendment process, the new regulations now require librarians to meet the identical requirements for promotion, tenure, and sabbatic leave that the teaching faculty must meet.  It is unfortunately inevitable that under the new regulations, many librarians will be denied tenure, promotion, and sabbatical leave.

The reasons for the difficulty librarians will experience in meeting the new, raised expectation levels derive from both their training and their responsibilities.  While a master’s degree in library studies is considered a normal terminal degree for librarianship even in a research library such as McGill’s, it is not the kind of preparation that normally leads to a research career based on the “publish or perish” principles that rule the tenure-track system.  As well, the amount of time that librarians must spend on their position responsibilities clearly has an invidious effect on their research career.  As a result, the differences apparent in promotion, tenure, and sabbatical dossiers coming forward from the librarian staff as compared to the academic staff are staggering.

We have three options.  The first is to do nothing, to leave the young tenure-track librarians to struggle, with greater or lesser success, to meet the requirements for promotion and tenure and to continue to appoint non-tenure track sessional librarians or to redefine the task of managerial employees to cover tasks that once were covered by tenure-track academic librarians.  The likely result would be that the tenure-track librarian staff will decline into oblivion as sessionals, part-timers, and managerial professionals take their place.   To allow this to happen would, in my view, be a grave mistake because it is precisely at this time of major change that new, qualified librarians are needed at major research libraries.  In addition, hiring should take place at all levels.  However, if we try to hire a senior librarian at a university where tenure is not granted to librarians that person could not be offered the position with tenure at McGill.

The second option, would be to (re-)create a non-tenured academic status for all librarians similar to, but not necessarily identical with, the previous status held by McGill academic librarians prior to moving the category to the tenure-track.

Our third option, and the one I prefer, would be to continue the exercise of bringing the librarian regulations into congruence with the academic regulations and to create, for librarians, the equivalent of an additional category that currently exists for the academics, that of non-tenure track faculty lecturer.  Faculty lecturers are employed widely at McGill and constitute a group of academics who are not on a tenure-track and who are judged for appointment, renewal, and leaves on the basis of other criteria than those used for the tenure-track staff.  (In most universities in North America librarians have academic status, but that status is limited to a rank paralleling that of faculty lecturer.)

I propose that we create for the librarians a two-track system (tenure track and non tenure track) that will protect the academic status of librarians while extending more reasonable rules, regulations, and procedures to one sector of the population.  Tenured or tenure-track librarians would not be asked to switch categories, nor would we abolish the tenure-track stream.  However, for those not on tenure track, we would offer contracts of indeterminate length, employment conditions analogous to those of faculty lecturers, career progressions based on service rather than on research-based scholarship, and administrative or professional development leaves rather than sabbatical leaves.

I submit this proposal for consideration by the librarians and would ask that discussions commence as soon as possible so that a staffing plan for the McGill University Libraries can be developed.
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