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There are many differences to be found in comparing the collection development policies of an academic and public library. There are also similarities. Yet, it seems the greatest distinction can be found in juxtaposing their discrete paradigms. Their inherent nature seems to be the most divisive factor of all.

The diverse populations of Brooklyn’s communities shape the collection goals and objectives of the Brooklyn Public Library (BPL). Their collection policy is designed to suit the community’s “enormous shared needs, both expressed and unexpressed. The variety and scope of materials required for information, relaxation, stimulation, and education are as broad and strong as the community itself.” (Brooklyn Public Library, n.d.) BPL’s primary objectives include promoting literacy and lifelong learning, providing in-person and virtual access to various resources without judgment or bias, and supporting educational, cultural, and civic activities within the Brooklyn community as well as “career and job-related skills”.

Where BPL’s policies are shaped by its people, Columbia University’s libraries “support the curricular and research programs of the University.” (Columbia University Libraries, n.d.) There are twenty-two subject-based libraries at Columbia, and each has its own collection policy. However, the overarching tenets of Columbia’s selection guidelines extend to all of the integrated research libraries. 

Due to the proliferate nature of academic research, Columbia (like many academic libraries) does not have sufficient funding or resources to acquire everything of merit and must employ criteria-based evaluations to determine acquisition or de-selection of materials. Items must be relevant to “the actual or potential needs of Columbia’s educational and research programs” which includes aligning in scope and content. Other considerations include the currency and timeliness of a resource as well as quality and overall cost. (CUL, n.d.) Currency and cost are also of importance to BPL’s acquisition policy, as are relevance to the community. Other criteria include critical attention of “reviewers, media and the public”, organization and ease of use, and “enhancement of the existing library collection.” (BPL, n.d.) 

The primary major distinction between the two library policies can be found in comparing the academic library model with that of the public library. In essence, a public library is shaped by its community, while an academic library designs the curricular framework of its campus community. While Columbia’s resources aim to serve the information needs and wants of it’s students, it should be noted that the students primarily seek library services to fulfill the curricular demands of the institution. This seems to be a necessary contradiction in that they are designed to fulfill distinct capabilities and contributions to their respective communities. 

Scope is also a significant distinguishing factor. The Brooklyn Public Library system has sixty-five (65) branches to Columbia’s twenty-two (22) research libraries. While BPL has a greater number of libraries as well as a diversified populace, it seems evident that Columbia operates with greater scope due to the nature of its collections and consortial involvement as well as the discrepancies between institutional and public library funding. Simply put, Columbia has more institutional financial support than BPL, which creates greater opportunities for Columbia to fill any collection development gaps.

While the scope of their projects is also radically different, both libraries work with cooperating institutions to fulfill patron needs. BPL works with “other libraries, community agencies, and educational institutions”, while Columbia has partnered with numerous libraries and consortia. In addition to the OCLC, and the Center for Research Libraries, Columbia “is currently working with Yale University and the University of Pennsylvania to develop a shared bibliographic catalog and to permit user-directed document delivery services.” (Columbia University Libraries, n.d.) 

It is difficult to determine which library best serves its patrons due to the unevenness of the question. Clearly, Columbia is on an entirely different plain than Brooklyn Public Library due to the chasm of wealth that separates one from the other. That said, what are some of the criteria to consider in evaluating the usefulness of either collection development policy to its patrons or users? Are we to consider circulation? Number of visitors or checkouts?  Website hits or virtual reference requests? One thing is certain: whichever metrics are implemented to determine their usefulness, it is clear that both Columbia and BPL are high-performing libraries striving to meet the user needs of their respective communities.
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