
NEW OPPORTUNITIES FOR 21ST CENTURY LAW LIBRARIES 
 

By S. Blair Kauffman 
Law Librarian and Professor of Law 

Yale Law School 
 

 
INTRODUCTION:  
 
I will speak about libraries from the perspective of someone who has worked in 
academic law libraries for nearly 40 years and  
Focus on the changes and opportunities that have affected libraries in the 21st 
century. 
 
My talk will focus on the progress of libraries through three prisms: information 
resources, space and services  
to demonstrate that the transition from print to digital is enabling libraries to 
flourish and play an innovative role in leading higher education in the 21st 
century.  
 
COLLECTIONS:  
 
I begin this talk with a brief discussion of information resources, because the 
changes in collecting practices from print to digital opens opportunities for 
repurposing library space and focusing on services. 
 
The traditional law library was one bound in print serials, with some 90% of law 
library collection budgets devoted to this format. 
The cost of print serials has increased astronomically in the past decade, 
While at the same time user preferences have changed to favor online formats, 
which now are readily available as alternatives to print. 
 
As libraries have moved their information resources from print to digital, they have 
been able to extend their information reach, while freeing space and 
expanding services with minimal change to budgets. 
 
SPACE:   
 
 While print remains an important format, it no longer should command the amount 
of prime library space it did in 20th Century law libraries.   Most of the major 
research libraries that were renovated within the past 20 years, including Harvard, 
Yale and Chicago, reduced shelf space for print and expanded user service space: 
 

- Harvard and Yale moved large segments of print to off-storage facilities 
(Yale’s shelving facility is now the largest library on campus, housing over 
7 million print volumes). 



- Chicago built an on-campus high density robotic library, with a shelving 
capacity of 3.5 million volumes 

 
As a result, library space is more responsive to user needs and library use (at least 
at Yale) has increased every year subsequent to the completion of its renovation, in 
2000. 
 
SERVICES:   
 
The old staff model for print libraries required a ratio of 2-3 support staff for every 
professional librarian.  The current model (which is the one employed at Yale) has 
ratio of fewer than one support staff member for each professional.  
 
This change has created new opportunities for libraries to develop services that 
match the needs of their user communities.   
 
As an example, I will outline 21 of the new services libraries have developed in the 
21st century – this is the heart of my talk. 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-ONE NEW SERVICES FOR 21st Century Law Libraries:   
 
(I have Power Point slides, with each one numbered to correspond to the 21 
services discussed below).  
 
 

1. CIRCULATION:   law libraries can circulate anything with a barcode: 
 
a. Stanford circulates bicycles and games 
b. Yale circulates umbrellas, blankets, extension cords, battery chargers, 

computers, and iPads 
c. NOTE:  Self-check machines enable users to check out many standard 

items without the assistance of a staff member. 
 

2. SHARED COLLECTIONS:  New methods for sharing library collections:   
 
a. Interlibrary borrowing (mediated by a library staff member) is being 

overtaken by  
b. Direct borrowing from other libraries via consortial arrangements 

such as Borrow Direct (at Yale and partner libraries): 90% of the 
40,000 books borrowed annually at Yale come via Borrow Direct. 
 



3. SCANNING SERVICES:  such as “Scan & Deliver”, will send scanned copies 
of printed book chapters or journal articles at a library user’s request. 
 

4. INFORMATION DISCOVERY SYSTEMS are supplementing and replacing 
online catalogs, which earlier replaced card catalogs.  

 
a. Information Discover systems provide users with searches of a much 

larger array of information resources beyond the bibliographic 
records included in Online Catalogs 

b. These systems also search licensed databases, open access 
repositories relevant to the research needs of library users. 
 

5. BLOGS:  to extend library services, such as library exhibits. 
 

a. Use of our rare book blog presents an example of extending the reach 
of the library’s rare book exhibits by describing each item in the 
exhibit using a blog post. 

b. In this example, the blog postings are later converted into a 
permanent online exhibit. 

 
6. VIRTUAL REFERENCE -- sometimes referred to as “chat services” offer 

users online assistance in “real time” from the library’s website.   
 
a. Questions received from users sitting in the same room and from 

around the world. 
b. Some of our chat requests at Yale come from users in China.  

 
7. COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH INSTRUCTION:  This is an example of the 

many new opportunities to collaborate with faculty.  Specialized legal 
research courses are created in response to faculty and student requests 
and linked to substantive courses.  Examples at Yale include: 
 
a. Research in International Law (shown here) is taught in 

conjunction with an International law course 
b. Research in Corporate Law, taught in conjunction with a course in 

Corporate law. 
 

8. ONLINE RESEARCH TUTORIALS (Yale has 20-30 five minute videos for 
legal research) 
 
a. NOTE:  These online lectures allow for “flipping the classroom” in 

legal research instruction, which is a concept gaining traction in 
online education, where classroom time is used for discussion and 
workshop activity. 
 

9. ONLINE LEGAL RESEARCH COURSES:   



 
a. Supplementing the in class course, as shown here at University of 

Colorado 
b. Or as an alternative to the in class course, at Stetson University 
c. At the University of California’s Hastings College of Law, the library 

director is in charge of their school’s efforts to move entire programs 
to an online format. 
 

10. PERSONAL LIBRARIANS:  assigned to individual students is a way to 
forge better relationships between students and librarians and make 
libraries more user friendly in the digital age.   
 
Related concepts included “faculty liaison” programs and imbedded 
librarians:  

 
a. “Imbedded librarian” programs often assign librarians to work in a 

law school clinic, providing legal research instruction and support 
directly related to the work of the clinic.  It’s a good example of how to 
make research instruction available at a point of need. 
 

11. DATA SUPPORT LIBRARIANS: provide an example of libraries developing 
services to respond to changes in user needs 
 
a. Responding to “big data” and the growing need to support faculty and 

students who with to incorporate data analysis into their research 
projects 

b. Data Support Librarians have expertise in developing data sets and 
using statistical analysis techniques to help answer questions facing 
legal scholars 
 

12. DATABASE SUPPORT SERVICES:  creating databases to support research 
projects  
 
a. Example: scanned source documents to support John Witt’s prize-

winning book, “Lincoln’s Code.” 
 

13. PUBLISHING:  Libraries provide expertise to publish faculty scholarship 
in both e-book and print-on-demand formats.  
 
a. Example from Yale: Faculty members Linda Greenhouse and Reva 

Siegel retained the rights to their book “Before Roe v. Wade” and the 
library published it for them in both e-book and print-on –demand 
formats. 

 



14. OPEN ACCESS REPOSITORIES:  Libraries have been at the forefront of 
starting and managing institutional, open access repositories for faculty 
scholarship: 

 
a. Yale’s repository includes over 5,000 articles that have been 

downloaded over 2 million times from around the world, including 
many downloads from China. 

b. Yale’s repository also houses student prize papers and student-edited 
journals. 
 

15. DIGITAL PRESERVATION PROGRAMS:  Libraries work together to 
preserve important legal documents never published in print format. 
 
a. Example shown here is a collaborative library between academic and 

state law libraries to preserve born digital legal information. 
 

16. SCHOLARLY COMMUNICATION:  libraries play an important role in 
supporting scholarship through a wide range of interrelated services, 
such as: 
 
a. Copyright clearances  
b. Article submissions, etc. via services such as Scholastica and ExPresso 

 
17. RESEARCH AND PUBLISHING WORKSHOPS:  Libraries offer programs to 

show students how to make effective use of resources and technology to 
write and publish. 
 
a. Left hand of slide lists some of the writing programs provided through 

the Yale Law Library 
b. Poster on the other side of slide shows library-sponsored workshop 

on how to publish and make the most effective use of technology. 
 

18. HIGHLIGHTING FACULTY SCHOLARSHIP: 
 

a. Faculty Scholarship Series: at the University of Nebraska these are 
named after their library and called “Schmidt Talks”) 

b. Book talk series at Yale:  talks are recorded and linked to the online 
record for the book. 
 

19. ORAL HISTORIES:  libraries can play an important role in documenting 
institutional history through their oral history programs  
 
a.  Columbia University Libraries Oral History Project, with online video 

interviews. 
b. The program at Yale Law Library focuses on interviews with former 

deans and senior faculty.  



 
20. ONLINE RESEARCH GUIDES.   Libraries are using tools such as LibGuides 

to create research pathfinders for their users.  
 

a. The example shown here is the TREATISE FINDER, which is a 
collaborative Yale-Georgetown project to guide users to the best 
resources for researching in a particular subject area. 
 

21. STUDENT SUPPORT PROGRAMS can help create good relations between 
the library and student users 
 
a. Monty, our therapy dog, is shown here 
b. Other examples:  library-sponsored film series, game nights and 

snacks provided during final exam periods.  
c. We also have a student Library Advisory Council to help provide 

student feedback about library programs. 
 

In sum, we are fortunate to work in 21st Century libraries, which are evolving to be 
the best libraries ever known to mankind: 
 

- The rich information resources they command extend our information 
reach further than anyone ever before imagined.  The typical law school 
library of the 21st Century has access to more information resources than 
the very best print law libraries of the 20th Century. 

- Their space is more pleasant and user- centered than other libraries 
we’ve known. 

- The innovative services we offer are at the center of what we do and 
serve as guide posts for academic leaders outside libraries who struggle 
with the role of higher education in a technological age. 


