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Libraries Respond to the AAUP

In this turmoil, the American Library Association
(ALA) responded by creating seminal documents
defining intellectual freedoms for librarians,
alongside constitutional rights. The ALA Library Bill
of Rights (LBR) was adopted in 1939, primarily to
defend library collections. It was amended in the
1940s and 1960s, coinciding with the AAUP’s
statements.   The LBR has been amended
throughout the 20th century, with its latest update
ratified in 2019. The LBR significantly influenced the
practices of the Association of College & Research
Libraries (ACRL), including its Intellectual Freedom
Principles for Academic Libraries: An Interpretation
of the Library Bill of Rights.  The ALA’s Core Values
of Librarianship, updated by the ALA council in
2024, and the ACRL’s intellectual freedom
document both demonstrate that academic
freedom and privacy continue to be core values of
librarianship.   Additionally, state library associations
and other individual libraries have released their
own versions of such declarations by utilizing
shared governance protocols to raise issues and
demonstrate adherence and support for
professional standards.

Academic Freedom: A Historical Perspective 

Shared governance is the process by which all
stakeholders at an institution have equitable and
appropriate influence on the operations of their
institution. The common vocabulary of shared
governance was developed by the American
Association of University Professors (AAUP),
particularly in their 1920 Statement emphasizing
the importance of faculty voices in personnel
decisions.  The AAUP further solidified these
concepts by addressing academic freedom and
tenure in 1940, faculty dismissals in 1958, and
publishing a complete statement on shared
governance in 1966.      The timeline of faculty
protections coincided with and provided a strong
professional response to major twentieth-century
academic freedom threats.

In the 1930s, the rise of fascism and totalitarianism
in Europe led to ritualistic book burnings in Hitler’s
Germany and, to a lesser extent, in Franco’s Spain.
In the period leading up to World War II, totalitarian
nationalism suppressed intellectual, academic, and
individual freedoms worldwide, and up to 85
million people died during the global war.   From
the post-World War II years until around 1957, the
Red Scare and the chilling effect of McCarthyism
turned Americans against each other through the
“political practice of publicizing accusations of
disloyalty or subversion with insufficient regard to
evidence.”   Society and academia were deeply
affected, but the threats eventually collapsed,
leading to new liberties.
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Librarians at the authors’ institution hold faculty
status; all guidelines from the AAUP regarding
faculty are applicable to them.   The authors argue
that the principles still should apply to all librarians,
even those not classified as faculty by their
institutions, because all librarians are professionals
with specialized training and skills. Librarians,
whether in existing shared governance structures
or not, are therefore entitled to act in accordance
with the standards of librarianship that value
academic and intellectual freedom. The ACRL
reinforces this by stating that librarians should have
the same rights as other faculty members,
including academic freedom, professional
judgement, and a share in shaping institutional
policy. 

The authors aim to equip readers to articulate to
colleagues the ways in which shared governance
empowers librarians in institutional decision-
making, and how this benefits all library
stakeholders. They hope readers will recognize that,
as information professionals, librarians are capable
and qualified to practice self-governance.

Defining Shared Governance

Shared governance can be defined as a system that
enables “...library faculty to assemble, discuss
pertinent issues, and communicate
recommendations or complaints to library and
university administration.”    It is also a decision-
making process for universities and colleges that
emphasizes collaboration among key stakeholders
ranging from department and college/library levels
up to a university Faculty Senate. This collaborative
environment is achieved by distributing
responsibilities to competent and trustworthy
experts. The philosophy and praxis of shared
governance is the empowerment of these key
individuals to pursue their own initiatives and
prerogatives for the benefit of the institution.

Shared governance also refers to the “joint
responsibility of faculty, administrations, and
governing boards to govern colleges and
universities” and that differences in the weight of
each group's voice on a particular issue should be
determined by the extent of its responsibility for
and expertise on that issue.”

Collaboration, responsibility, competence, expertise,
and empowerment are the five key aspects of shared
governance. These aspects work together to create a
balanced and respectful environment where all
voices are heard while ensuring that decisions are
based on proficiency. This investigation of the five key
principles of shared governance is derived from the
AAUP Statement on Government of Colleges and
Universities and the subsequent FAQs on Shared
Governance. This structure empowers professional
faculty to make important decisions. In this vein, a
2022 Forbes article reveals how shared governance
principles—in place for over a century—explain why
US higher education is considered among “the best
in the world.”

Collaboration
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“The variety and complexity of the tasks
performed by institutions of higher education
produce an inescapable interdependence among
governing board, administration, faculty, students,
and others. The relationship calls for adequate
communication among these components, and
full opportunity for appropriate joint planning and
effort.” 
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At its core, shared governance seeks to honor the
diverse perspectives of every stakeholder at the
university. Faculty, administrators, and governing
boards work together to make decisions about how a
college or university is run. The faculty have different
perspectives and prerogatives than an administrator
or a governing board. The institution’s stakeholders
may possess different backgrounds, educational
experiences, and unique philosophies. By welcoming
all parties to the table through shared governance,
the institution can foster an inclusive environment for
thoughtful decision-making.

All libraries can apply these principles when making
decisions about collections and library operations.
Community partners should also have a voice in how
libraries are run, given that libraries exist to serve the
community. However, librarians and library staff are
instrumental voices in these decision-making
processes and should not be excluded. Library
leaders can foster a collaborative environment by
establishing regular communication channels, such
as meetings, newsletters, or online forums. Good
communication ensures that all stakeholders stay
informed and engaged in library decisions,
overcoming the limitations sometimes associated
with collaborative opportunities in libraries.
10. ACRL, “Standards.”
11. IBID
12.  Hoffman, “Revitalizing,” 236-243.
13. AAUP, “FAQs.”
14. Rosowsky, “Shared Governance.” 
15. AAUP, “Statement.”



Responsibility

“Differences in the weight of each voice, from one point to the next, should be determined by reference to the
responsibility of each component for the particular matter at hand.”

The faculty’s roles and responsibilities within the university system are outlined in this section of the AAUP’s
definition of shared governance. Faculty members have the primary responsibility for determining the
curriculum, instructional methods, and assessment of student learning. They also make decisions regarding
faculty appointments and resolve student issues related to their education. While all aspects of teaching and
learning fall under the faculty’s purview, this does not diminish the value of other perspectives. The
responsibility for community projects, marketing, and advocacy may fall on other stakeholders, but these goals
are still of interest to the entire university. Ultimately, the faculty at a college or university bears the full
responsibility for the learning process, ensuring that diverse viewpoints are considered and integrated when
appropriate.

These same principles hold true for the role of library professionals in their respective libraries. Many libraries are
broadening their scope to include social services, community outreach, and emergency response.   While
additional functions in libraries may not always require the specialized training of a librarian, library
professionals should lead the discussion on core aspects of the profession. These core aspects include policies
governing access, equity, intellectual freedom, privacy, the public good, and sustainability, and library
professionals should not be limited to occasional contributions.

Competence

“Faculty representatives should be selected by the faculty according to procedures determined by the faculty.”

At large institutions, it becomes necessary, for practical reasons, to designate representatives to negotiate on
behalf of the group. In these cases, faculty members should have the freedom to choose representatives who
can effectively and competently advocate for their unit. This principle also applies to the team responsible for
bargaining contracts. Faculty must be allowed to select capable representatives from their own ranks to
advance toward their goals.

In small library systems, it may be possible to allow every librarian or library worker the opportunity to share
their perspective on a particular decision. However, in larger library systems, this may not be practical. The
elected representative of the library workers should be one of their own, chosen by the workers themselves.
This ensures that the representative acts in the workers' best interests, rather than a designated administrator
who might be seen as merely a symbolic or token representative. This representative should be free of undue
outside influence and a competent spokesperson for the group on whose behalf they are meant to advocate.
Yet, the rights of workers to select skilled representatives to act on their behalf are being violated by recent
efforts to restrict the influence of unionization.

Expertise
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“Faculty have special training and knowledge that make them distinctly qualified to exercise decision-making
authority in their areas of expertise. And they are best qualified to judge the competence and effectiveness of
fellow faculty members.” 19

This governance aspect focuses on internal evaluation. Since faculty are highly specialized professionals, it is
logical to trust them to assess their colleagues’ performance. This approach avoids micromanagement by
administrators who may lack the necessary expertise for such evaluations, leading to error. Conversely, peer
evaluation may unlock nuanced critiques that could lead to more constructive criticism. Faculty should be
trusted to make decisions about curriculum and faculty performance reviews, as they are the experts in their
respective fields. 

16. AAUP, “Statement.” 
17. Ford, “Other Duties” 
18. AAUP, “Statement.” 
19. AAUP, “FAQs.”
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Librarians should be evaluated by other information professionals who understand the core values and
principles of librarianship as applied to their specific duties and responsibilities. Those expert evaluators can
then constructively evaluate their performance. While this ideal setup may not always be feasible, this attitude
of trust and respect should be afforded to the evaluation of any library professional’s performance. This ethos of
integrity in evaluation should also extend to performance assessments of the institution, its mission, and its
goals.

Empowerment

“Allowing faculty to make academic decisions ensures that those decisions are informed by educational and
academic considerations, not just the bottom line.”

The empowerment aspect of governance centers on the overarching goal of universities and colleges, which is
to make decisions that serve the best interests of students. To do this, administrators may prioritize costs and
operations, the student government may focus on student life and the university atmosphere, while boards
may aim to secure donors and provide oversight. For faculty, this means making the best, most rigorous
academic decisions and providing a sharp defense of academic and intellectual freedom. Educational decisions
made by faculty prioritize student interests over financial gain.

For librarians in the university system, this means orienting services to enhance student success and building
collections that support researchers at all levels of an institution, as well as external community engagement.
For all library professionals, this means ensuring that communities have equitable access to quality
information, the freedom and security to discover this information without repercussion, and a sustainable
model to promote the public good. Finding allies with similar goals has proven advantageous when librarians
encounter challenges to their authority. Recently, these allies have included unions, publishers, authors, and
non-governmental organizations.

Conclusion

In the landmark Supreme Court case, Sweezy v. New Hampshire (1958), Justice Felix Frankfurter's concurring
opinion asserted the four fundamental freedoms granted to universities in academic matters: who may teach,
what may be taught, how it may be taught, and who is allowed to study.   The implementation of these
freedoms is carried out using the process of shared governance for the reasons laid out in this article. The
university, as described by Justice Frankfurter, consists of many stakeholders, with faculty playing a crucial role.
In keeping with this legal basis, shared governance, which promotes integrity through collaborative,
responsible, competent, expert, and empowering practices, should be upheld in all university matters. This
encompasses safeguards for the students, faculty, and staff that make our universities great, as well as hiring
practices, decisions about course offerings, and the assessment of teaching and learning. 

While both the Supreme Court case and the AAUP supports library faculty’s "share in the determination of
library policies that affect the general interests of the institution and its educational program,” an internal
assessment completed by Florida International University Libraries’ Academic and Intellectual Freedom
Committee found that only half of the state universities in Florida operate a formal library governance
assembly.     Although informal shared governance may occur at other institutions, the authors recommend
formal, visible structures to clearly define rights and responsibilities for collaborative decision making.
School and public library staff, on the other hand, may be members of a union that exclusively represents
library workers, both librarians and other staff, or they may belong to a larger municipal union that represents
city or county employees as a whole.
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Although the terms "joint effort" and "shared governance" may not be commonly used in public and school
libraries, collective bargaining through union membership is applicable and beneficial to library employees. A
2024 study found that librarians who are union members typically earn 27% more per week than non-union
members, demonstrating the power of union solidarity.    Unions also share similar goals with university
governance in their advocacy for a workers’ right to employment self-determination and the pursuit of
collaborative, responsible, competent, expert, and empowered decision-making. 

In summary, to ensure the continued success and integrity of our varied institutions, it is imperative that all
types of librarians advocate for, implement, uphold, and strengthen shared governance practice or equivalent
professional structures, along with our essential professional standards. We can work together to formalize our
different essential structures, ensuring that every voice is heard and valued while promoting a culture of
collaboration and excellence. This can be done across the breadth of university, college, school, and public
libraries in Florida. Will you join us?
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Authors’ Note: For more information, contact the Florida International
Libraries' Academic and Intellectual Freedom Committee. 
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