Breaking Boundaries: The Power of Collaboration

An Interview with William Baer, Reference and Subject Librarian, Georgia Institute of Technology (Georgia Tech)
William Baer uses his expertise in mechanical engineering and the ethical use of engineering information to provide support and promote information literacy among library users at Georgia Tech. Over the years, he has seen the role of collaboration between corporate and academic institutions develop. 

Ei’s Leah Snyder recently spoke with William about the impact of growing corporate and academic collaboration on the library.  Listen to his viewpoint on this trend and what it may mean for engineering research going forward.

Ei: As an academic librarian, do you see any trends in how your academic users collaborate or work with outside partners?

William Baer:  As money grows tighter, academics are seeking other ways to fund projects. And one of the ways they’ve been doing this, is to set up partnerships with corporations that are in their geographic areas.


For example, at Wichita State, there were a lot of airline industries in the area, so the aeronautics engineering program would tap into that. And they had many partnerships that developed over the years.

Ei: What impact do these kinds of collaborations have on the type of research you see being done? And what is the resulting impact on the library?

William Baer:  I think most of the impact ... is that it helps affect the direction of the research. Researchers will choose projects along the lines of what the companies would want—the things that can go hand in hand—so that it serves both of their needs - whereas if the corporate partnerships weren’t there, research could go in many different directions. 

The impact on the library is to affect things like how we would collect our materials because it changes the research interest of our clients, of our students and our faculty. We put more importance on the materials that would support that type of research.


It would be just as if there was a greater amount of research being required for a new class or a new project. Because of the new partnerships with the different corporations,  we’d have more resources in those areas.

Ei: So that changes the support that you offer to your academic -- or in this case corporate collaborating -- users?

William Baer:  Right. And it gives more importance to those subject areas. Usually we don’t receive a lot of money from these collaborations. 
And so really where it comes down to is the allocating of the resources. There’s a preference given to the collaboration areas simply because that research is going to be used for quite some time. They’re going to go and research hard in that area and will for some years to come. So it demands the support.

Ei: In addition to the physical support requirements on your library staff, does this affect your decisions on what to include in your actual library offerings?

William Baer: Yes, it can determine what journals we purchase or, in the case of cancellation projects, we’re less likely to cancel the journals that would support that type of research. And so it has a great impact on what we collect.

Ei: If there is a subject that is getting a lot of research, then you have to respond with your collections and accordingly “ramp up” your coverage in those specific areas.

William Baer:  The subjects that are covered tend to get changed, rather than the types of resources we get. We’ll still be getting journals. We’ll still be getting conferences and handbooks.  We may need to get more specialized handbooks in a certain area. But usually what ends up happening is that resources are more or less taken from a different area.  The collaborations are driving faculty members’ research interests. And the graduate students that are working with them are also doing the same and so that drives what we purchase along those lines. If there is a certain journal or conference proceedings or handbooks that they would need for these projects, they’ll let us know.

Ei: You mentioned that the library or school isn’t necessarily being compensated for these collaborations. Do you have any insight into how these collaborations come about in the first place or the subsequent benefits to either side?

William Baer: Quite often, they will be looking for industries in the field.... they want to find the corporations that are out there. Through the collaboration, the students in the program get more industry-like work. They get can help the industry and make a difference right away.


And so the teaching faculty will seek out these collaborations.  Quite often they’ll seek out certain projects and make them part of their classes. And slowly the collaboration builds. And instead of being limited to a class project, several faculty may do research in a specific area through grants.  There’s usually some monetary support going toward the college, the university and some research being done to help the corporation. Usually that monetary support doesn’t trickle back down to the library.

Ei: So this is a way for students to see the real world applications of what they’re learning.

William Baer:  It is. For example, when I was at  Brigham Young University, they had a program where they would seek small projects to involve three or four students at a time.  They would have one faculty member partnered with those students, and they would meet with the company. The company got a faculty member and three or four students spending a whole semester on the project for a minimal amount of money.

It was a great experience for the students because they learned quite a bit. It added enough money to the department that they could do a few more things in teaching and so forth. And so it was a win-win situation all the way around.

Ei: Where do you see the future outlook for collaboration and research  going?

William Baer:  I think it continues and grows. There’s more pressure for engineering departments to find money elsewhere, and this is one place that they can get resources. It’s also a very good place where they can get more active learning which is a better way to learn. And so I think it’s going to happen more and more often.

Ei: How does this affect the library going forward, in terms of how you build and maintain the collections and resources that you currently have and that you might offer in the future?

William Baer:  We have to communicate with the faculty to make sure that we’re meeting their needs as they change and do more and more collaborative research.  We would love to be able to receive some of these grants and some of the money from them, but that doesn’t always happen. But where I’ve been we’ve received enough funding that we’ve been able to support this. 
