MARYLAND LIBRARY CONSORTIUM: A WHITE PAPER

Purpose

The purpose of this paper is to propose the formation of a Maryland Library Consortium (MLC) among specific members of the Maryland library community who have expressed an interest in participating in a statewide approach to acquiring and sharing resources. These groups have demonstrated their current level of collaboration and commitment to purchasing subscription databases within their membership and seek to actively discuss possibilities for further collaboration among them for cost savings and mutual benefit.

Background

Maryland’s economy is increasingly information-based and libraries are a vital resource for information access for our citizens and all of education. The Maryland library community has demonstrated over a number of years the desire and ability to cooperate in providing information and reading materials for their constituents broadening and deepening access and controlling costs.  In operation since 1958, the Maryland Interlibrary Loan Organization (MILO) is perhaps the oldest and longest cooperative project among the Maryland libraries.  It was designed to serve residents in the state by sharing information resources among the various libraries - public, academic, special, and school. MILO demonstrated a way to provide books and other information resources to library patrons.  Its primary tools were a microfiche union catalog, the U.S. postal service, and local interoffice mail.  With the availability of an extensive statewide delivery system,  the Internet, and the World Wide Web, information and reading materials are now available in additional formats (i.e., electronic and multimedia) and can be shared among Maryland libraries and their customers much more easily. 

A more recent example of a successful statewide multi-type library collaboration is Maryland Ask Us Now!  Since 2003, this free online service has provided Marylanders with answers to questions, research guidance and help navigating the Internet twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.  At www.askusnow.info  anyone can type a question and chat back and forth with a professional librarian to receive trusted information when and where they need it.  Maryland Ask Us Now! brings together the experience and resources of thirty-four of the state’s public, academic, and special libraries. None of the participating libraries could offer this service alone, but through cooperation they can fulfill customer information requests in an online environment. 

In keeping with this strong tradition of cooperation, Maryland libraries have begun to discuss ways in which they can continue to provide the most appropriate resources in a cost-effective and timely manner.  One especially promising project for expanded resource sharing is the establishment of the MLC to include Maryland’s institutions of higher education, public libraries and schools. The MLC would help libraries leverage their financial resources to provide access to subscription databases and other information resources and services at a reduced cost to the individual libraries.  In meetings to develop consortium agreements to purchase electronic databases, the MLC members would also explore additional collaborations (e.g., training opportunities to promote the effective use of the databases and digitization projects).  

Maryland Library Community Member Organizations

Maryland Public Library Electronic Resource Consortium

A committee of public library directors, the state librarian and State Library Resource Center (SLRC) staff began meeting in 2003 to discuss cooperative purchasing of databases for their systems. This group became known as the Maryland Public Library Electronic Resource Consortium (MPLERC).  A formula, developed to balance the contributions of small and large systems for the same resource, was accepted by all public library directors. Consortium purchases began in 2004.  Nominations for and selection of databases for statewide negotiation is done by representatives from each public library system.  These representatives, known as the MPERLs (Maryland Public Electronic Resource Librarians) are appointed by their public library directors.  MDK12 representatives are invited to MPERL meetings and product vendor demonstrations. Contract negotiations for products are handled by Palinet, a mid-atlantic regional library network.  All purchasing decisions are made locally using local library funds. Billing is handled by Palinet.

The MPERLs also regularly review and recommend database purchases and renewals for Sailor. Sailor databases are purchased with State Library Resource Center per capita funding. Oversight of activities utilizing SLRC per capita funding is provided by the Sailor Advisory Committee and the SLRC Commission.

In 2006, a Statewide Database Committee was formed to continue the work begun by MPLERC.  The MPERLs remain an active selection and review committee

Sailor (http://www.sailor.lib.md.us)

Utilizing federal Library Services and Construction Act funding for public libraries, the Division of Library Development and Services, Maryland State Department of Education worked closely with Maryland public library administrators and with statewide committees to plan and build an Internet-based network.  These working committees included over one hundred Maryland academic, school, special and public librarians, as well as citizen volunteers. They developed Sailor, a statewide online public information network, that now provides information in digital formats in Maryland public libraries and on the Internet to Maryland residents. The Network Operations Center opened in 1992 at the Central Library, Enoch Pratt Free Library, Maryland’s State Library Resource Center. Currently, Sailor features a statewide intranet connecting public libraries to each other and the Internet, a website featuring links to Web-based educational resources (e.g., Heritage Quest and EBSCO History Reference Center) and statewide services (e.g., Marina, an end user interlibrary loan service, and AskUsNow, a web-based 24/7 reference service). Over 60 million Sailor webpage views were recorded in FY2007.  Marina is a resource actively used by all Maryland public library systems, 15 academic libraries, 13 special libraries and 24 public and private schools with over 157,000 interlibrary loans among Maryland multi-type libraries in FY2007. Over 5 million article downloads from subscription databases occurred in FY2007. Sailor Help Desk staff are available to assist customers in gaining access to Sailor or the Internet.  Training on the use of Sailor may be provided by individual public libraries.   The Sailor Operations Center is now supported by state, local and federal funds. The Sailor Network and its points of presence throughout the state are supported by state, local and private funding sources within each jurisdiction.
Colleges, Universities, and the Maryland Digital Library

The State’s higher education community has formed the Maryland Digital Library (MDL), a gateway to electronic resources available to students and faculty at universities and colleges across the state of Maryland. MDL was established with one-time funding provided through MHEC. As a result, more than 200,000 students and faculty have access to databases, e-books, electronic journals, media and reference works at a savings to each of the participating institutions (public, independent, and community colleges).  The long-range vision outlined in the MDL prospectus (1999) includes developing a partnership with the K-12 educational community to gain access to digital content.  Training in the use of electronic resources is provided to students and faculty by the individual college and university library staff members. In 2004, the Maryland legislature made the Maryland Digital Library an official program of the Maryland Higher Education Commission.  Currently, the program is self-funded.  Plans for the immediate future include increased resource sharing of current collections and digitization projects as well as the exploration of opportunities for wider consortial activity with the K-12 and public libraries. 

The Maryland K12 Digital Library Project

In 2002, the Maryland State Department of Education awarded Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS) a federal Enhancing Education Through Technology grant to form a statewide purchasing consortium.  Over the next five years MCPS worked with 23 other local school systems to form the MDK12 Digital Library, a statewide purchasing consortium for the K-12 community designed to give teachers, students, and parents access to a collection of online resources to support teaching and learning at a savings to the individual school systems.

The MDK12 Digital Library project created a coalition that has leveraged the group’s collective resources to negotiate one single joint contract with an online service provider to serve approximately 851,640 public school students and over 42,000 non-public school students enrolled in grades K-12. To date, total cost savings amount to over $400,000.  Currently, the project is entering its sixth year.  Since year one, project partners have worked with participating school systems to develop a business plan to establish sustainability, assess statewide professional development needs for using digital content in the classroom, and develop an evaluation tool to measure the project’s impact. 

Maryland Library Consortium Advantages

There are several advantages to forming the MLC.  These advantages include, but are not limited to: 

· increasing purchasing power through collaborative purchase of database subscriptions

· providing information access to a wider audience through information technology enabled programs

· encouraging cooperative collection development practices among participating libraries

· maximizing state and local investments by leveraging resources for a shared purpose 

As a result of the multi-type MLC, high school students would benefit from having access to more scholarly information databases in the MDL, especially students in Advance Placement and International Baccalaureate courses.  University and college students would have access to some K-12 databases to retrieve general background information on specific topics as they develop more in-depth studies.   Access to K-12 databases for college students pursuing teacher certification is essential in supporting the efforts of these students to use appropriate instructional materials in developing lessons to achieve Maryland content standards.  The average taxpayer, not affiliated with higher education, such as homeschoolers, those seeking GEDs, and others pursuing informal education and enrichment, would also benefit from using these electronic resources through their public libraries.

In making collaborative purchasing decisions about online information databases, participating libraries would be encouraged to select only those databases for their individual purchase that meet the information requirements of a select group of their constituents.  Duplication of resources would be strongly discouraged and even avoided through information-sharing during the selection and negotiation processes.  As a result, the collective purchasing project will serve as a demonstration of how effectively the Maryland library community works together to serve the information needs of Maryland citizens at a cost savings to the taxpayer.

Other Collaborative Projects

Other collaborative projects include training, interlibrary loan, and digitization of information.  Training in the effective use of online information databases could also be collectively negotiated with vendors and/or developed collaboratively to share effective practices and to reach a wider audience.  

Digitization projects, especially of locally owned resources in special collections, would increase electronic access to these information resources for all participants. In addition to greatly enhancing immediate access, digitization is also a preservation method. The Maryland Digital Cultural Heritage Project (http://www.mdch.org) is an ideal project to demonstrate the collective strengths of each library type in the area of preservation and digitization.  It also serves to reduce duplication of effort and to enhance the development of unique shared resources for all students and users across the state.

Conclusion

The Maryland Library Consortium will demonstrate that Maryland libraries can continue to work cooperatively to provide greater access to information resources for all Maryland citizens by collaborating on various projects, including the shared purchase of online information databases.  This collaboration has the potential for bringing great economic, social, and cultural benefits to Maryland citizens. 

Additional information about MLC can be found at http://md-diglib.org/mdresources.html.
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