
Resource for College Libraries: General Introduction 

 

Like its predecessors, the three editions of Books for College Libraries (BCL) that appeared in 

1988, 1975, and 1964, Resources for College Libraries (RCL) is a bibliography of carefully 

selected works spanning the college curriculum and comprising a recommended core collection 

for all academic libraries. In the tradition of its predecessors, which drew on the such sources as 

the published catalog of Harvard’s Lamont Library (1954), the shelflist of the undergraduate 

library of the University of Michigan, and, crucially, Charles Shaw’s List of Books for College 

Libraries (1931), RCL attempts to balance multiple, often contradictory demands. It seeks to 

provide a balanced set of recommendations that take note of the weight of the various academic 

disciplines within the undergraduate curriculum, the degree to which those various disciplines 

depend on book materials for their essential teaching and research resources, and the extensive 

pattern of changes that have reshaped the academic curriculum since 1988, the year in which 

BCL3, the most recent edition of Books for College Libraries, appeared. 

 

Of necessity, RCL also embodies a paradox identified by the late Virginia Clark, editor of BCL3: 

it “can fully succeed only by failing.  It would be disastrous should the collection it suggests 

serve perfectly to ratify the finished work of book selection in any library.”1  Not only will 

individual institutions create collections significantly larger than the roughly 65,000 titles 

recommended by RCL, but they will tailor those collections to reflect the size and strength of 

their own individual departments, majors, and programs.  RCL attempts to make general 

recommendations, within individual subject areas, of those titles most necessary for teaching the 

subject to undergraduates.  In many cases, this means a foundation to which the smallest 

institutions should aspire but which larger collections will far surpass.   

                                                 
1. Virginia Clark, “Introduction,” Books for College Libraries: A Core Collection of 50,000 Titles, (3rd ed., 
Chicago: American Library Association, 1988), vii. 



 

We describe RCL as a successor to, rather than a new edition of, BCL for two reasons. The first 

is formal, and lies behind the change in nomenclature: RCL includes in its recommendations a 

variety of electronic resources, including Web sites, subscription databases, e-books, and other 

electronic materials.  The second, procedural reason follows from this: unlike its predecessors, 

RCL will appear as both a multivolume print edition and a searchable, continuously updated 

electronic database.  In addition, there is a third, tacit distinction which may be made between 

RCL and the various editions of BCL: although bibliographers compiling subject lists for RCL 

often took the titles listed in BCL3 as a starting point, our bibliographic work emphasized 

building a comprehensive, retrospective list of titles by reference to the current undergraduate 

curriculum, and thus much of the work on RCL was from scratch.  In contrast, the relationship 

between the various editions of BCL was demonstrably that of revision; from one edition to the 

next, there was an expectation that a title would be retained unless it was actively removed (if, 

for instance, it had been superseded by a more recent work).  Because so much more time had 

passed between the appearance of BCL3 and the development of RCL than between any 

successive editions of BCL, bibliographers faced the simultaneously daunting and liberating 

prospect of creating a subject list de novo.  That this same period (1988-2006) has seen 

momentous sea changes in many of the academic disciplines in the humanities and the sciences, 

as well as the growth of interdisciplinary study across all the academic disciplines, made this an 

opportunity to take measure of the way subjects are taught to undergraduates, as well as the sorts 

of subjects which are taught, when developing our core list. 

 

One result of this reassessment was the decision to recognize and include as separate subject 

divisions in RCL a number of interdisciplinary fields, e.g., Environmental Studies and Gender 

Studies.  The decision about which fields to include was based primarily on the degree to which 



those subjects function as areas of formal study at undergraduate institutions in the U.S., whether 

as major programs, academic minors, or areas of concentration housed within another 

department (film studies, for instance, is often offered as a program or concentration within the 

departments of English, Comparative Literature, or Theater).  We recognized that the lists of 

titles recommended for teaching interdisciplinary subjects, e.g., Asian American Studies, might 

overlap significantly with the corresponding title lists for related traditional fields, e.g., American 

Literature. At the same time, we were confident that many of the recommended interdisciplinary 

titles would be unique, and so it has proved.  The degree of overlap between the various sections 

of RCL is, throughout, fortuitous and reflects actual overlap between various undergraduate 

curricula.  Effort was made to regularize the editions selected, but the work of compiling the 

various subject lists proceeded on an independent basis. 

 

The other dramatic difference between RCL and BCL is the decision to move away from Library 

of Congress classification as the primary framework for the selection and classification of titles.  

Though this is bound to be regarded by many librarians as a controversial decision, we are 

confident that it will prove in retrospect to be a sound one.  The rationale for doing so is the 

desire to have titles classified in a fashion which closely follows the contours of the 

undergraduate curriculum.  While LC accomplishes this for some subjects (for instance, British 

or American Literature, which are taught by chronological periods, and within periods by major 

authors and by forms such as poetry or drama), other curricula fail to mesh well with LC 

classification: Business Administration, for example, is responsible for the largest portion of 

baccalaureate degrees conferred by U.S. colleges and universities,2 yet the classification of 

materials in the business curriculum in LC class HB-HJ, while sufficient for cataloging purposes, 

offers no insight on the relationship between materials so classified and the curriculum in which 

                                                 
2. http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=37: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 
Statistics. (2006). Digest of Education Statistics, 2005 (NCES 2006–030), chapter 3. 



they are used.  It is, furthermore, an arrangement which makes perfect sense to, but only to, 

librarians.  Not all copies of BCL resided in technical services departments, but it seems unlikely 

that they were much consulted by students or faculty.  Our hope is that the new classification 

scheme will work to the advantage of all the academic library’s constituencies: librarians, 

especially those lacking strong background in a given subject, will be able to see not only the 

recommended titles but also, in the subject taxonomy, a map of the undergraduate curriculum; 

faculty will find recommendations of essential works in a form more accessible than LC, and 

bearing a closer correspondence to the way their courses and departments are organized; 

students, searching for a place to begin research on a particular topic, will also be able to 

recognize in the classification scheme something corresponding to their own encounter with the 

subject matter in the classroom and laboratory.  Finally, since each entry in RCL retains its LC 

classification, those who prefer to search for materials in this fashion will still be able to. 

 

RCL is the result of the collaborative efforts of 332 contributors, almost exclusively teaching 

faculty or librarians at U.S. colleges and universities.  There were three kinds of contributors: 

subject editors, bibliographers, and referees.   Subject editors were selected on the basis of their 

subject expertise and teaching or collection development experience: eighteen hold doctorates, 

four are members of the teaching faculty at research universities, two are independent scholars, 

and the remainder are academic librarians.  Many have previously contributed to or authored 

major bibliographies in their subject areas.  They were responsible for developing the subject 

classification taxonomy for their respective subject areas, for recruiting bibliographers and 

coordinating their efforts, and for reviewing the results. The subject editors represented a change 

from the various editions of BCL, where the bibliographers (mainly Choice reviewers) dealt 

directly with the project editor.  By inserting a layer of subject experts we sought to ensure that 

the titles selected and the taxonomies in which they were classified reflected as much as possible 



the realities of the contemporary undergraduate curriculum. The second class of RCL 

contributors, bibliographers, was responsible for the bulk of the actual selection of titles.  Like 

the subject editors, they were faculty and librarians selected for their subject knowledge, often 

with particular expertise in one specific aspect of a field. Finally, a pool of sixty-four referees, 

senior faculty or subject-specialist librarians, provided independent assessment of the initial lists 

developed by the bibliographers; the subject editors used this feedback to further refine their lists 

prior to publication.  

 

The development of RCL had presumed from the beginning that bibliographers would be 

manipulating electronic bibliographic records in some sort of online environment, but decision of 

the Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) Board of Directors to partner with 

publisher R. R. Bowker to produce RCL allowed us access to Bowker’s massive database of 

bibliographic records, as well as the extensive technical support and expertise Bowker deployed 

on behalf of the project.  Bibliographers selected titles in Bowker’s BooksinPrint.com database, 

in a particular edition, and then imported them to the online RCL Authoring System, where they 

assigned subject headings and recommended audience levels.  In those instances where no 

bibliographic record existed for a desired title, one was created from a reliable source (preferably 

with book in hand, though this was not always possible).  At the same time, bibliographers 

submitted corrections to Bowker records when they identified errors or inconsistencies.  While 

this system allowed us to avoid much of the brute effort which was expended on the creation of 

bibliographic records for the various editions of BCL, it also meant that bibliographers spent 

thousands of person-hours in the BooksinPrint.com database, identifying the most recent and 

reliable edition of particular works.   

 



The use of an online system for the manipulation of electronic bibliographic records was in part a 

matter of efficiency, but more importantly, it finally addresses one longstanding issue faced by 

BCL, that of obsolescence.  When Choice magazine was founded in 1964, it was envisioned as, 

among other things, an ongoing supplement to BCL1.  This approach did not prove practical, and 

the second and third editions of BCL were required. In contrast, RCL will be updated on an 

ongoing basis beginning almost immediately after its initial publication; bibliographic records 

will reflect changes in print status, and new titles will be introduced at regular intervals, to 

supplement or replace extant titles. 

 

In addition to the tireless efforts of the contributors, on whom I cannot lavish sufficient praise, 

special thanks to the ACRL Board of Directors and Mary Ellen Davis, ACRL Executive 

Director, without whose approval and generous support this project would not have been 

possible.  Oversight and advice were provided throughout the project by the RCL Editorial 

Board: Carolyn Sheehy, North Central College, Chair; and other members Joan Ellen Broome, 

Georgia Southern University; Barbara Burd, College Misericordia; Brian E. Coutts, Western 

Kentucky University; Bradford Lee Eden, University of California, Santa Barbara; Stacey 

Marien, American University; and Richard Shaw, Technical College of the Lowcountry.   

 

Thanks are also due the editorial staff of Choice, all of whom contributed effort and advice to the 

production of this work in varying degrees (and all of whom exhibited tremendous kindness in 

their efforts, especially in the final days): Becky Bartlett, Judith Douville, Fran Graf, Lisa 

Mitten, and Carolyn Wilcox.  Fran Graf and Irv Rockwood, the Publisher of Choice, deserve 

another helping of praise for their advice, encouragement, and oversight of the project, as well as 

for handling negotiations of our partnership with R. R. Bowker.  Judith Douville made 

superhuman contributions to a number of subject areas in addition to her own responsibilities in 



Chemistry.  Although almost every member of the Choice office staff contributed to this work, 

Sheila Laverty deserves special praise for her work on the Dance section.  Finally, the work 

would not have been completed if it had not been for the tireless effort of a small cadre of 

freelance staff, namely Jennifer Donahue, Monika Maslowski, Teri Staab, and Laurie Trulock, 

who proofread and edited subject headings and section notes, entered titles, cataloged records, 

and helped maintain communication with subject editors, with extraordinary care, intelligence, 

and persistence.   

 

With our partners at R. R. Bowker, we enjoyed the highest degree of collegiality and 

cooperation.  Special thanks are due to Angela D’Agestino, Vice-President of Marketing; John 

Krafty, Product Manager of Books in Print; Ashley Ludwig, Managing Editor; Todd Rudloff, 

Project Manager of Books in Print; Frank Morris, Senior Programmer;  Minh Huynh, Senior 

Programmer Analyst, all of whom made significant contributions to bringing this work to the 

light of day. 

 

Finally, my deep thanks to my family, Colleen and Graham, for their patience and support 

throughout this project. 

 

Marcus Elmore 

Editor 

 


