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Abstract 
 

An increase in technological advances has provided opportunities to improve course reserves            
systems at research libraries. In this paper, we explore the usage of the document delivery system                
in 2008 and 2018 at the Gottesman Libraries at Teachers College, Columbia University. The              
results include the types of frequent requests and the number of courses with learning materials.               
The results revealed, among others, that requests were most frequent during the start of the               
semester and the system is used more by faculty than students. We also found that there is a                  
greater demand for recently published items. The results indicate that Document Delivery            
systems should be designed with students’ needs at the forefront and research libraries should              
consider the publication year and accessibility they make purchasing decisions. 
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Purpose 
Over the past 20 years, digital resources and online tools have transformed the ways 

academic libraries design and provide service (Spina et al., 2004). Members of an academic 
community (e.g., students, faculty, researchers) are increasingly taking advantage of document 
delivery systems given their convenience and accessibility. These systems can be used for a wide 
range of academic activities such as allowing students to request academic materials for research.  

Traditional libraries take time to locate and deliver a physical item as the number of 
resources available in each location is limited due to available space and funding (Brophy, 2006). 
As more library materials become available in digital form, and access to these resources become 
easier through online tools, the demand for print materials will continue to decrease (Williams, 
Nicholas, & Rowlands, 2010). Thus, academic libraries have transformed to meet shifting 
conditions and patron demands.  For instance, the Digital Public Library of America (DPLA) 
offers collections, archives, and other digital holdings. It links collections of various U.S. 
libraries as well as those of other countries (Darnton, 2013). Digital libraries are useful 
instruments, especially for academic institutions and online learning environments as they offer a 
variety of resources. Zha, Wang, Yan, Zhang, and Zha (2015) found that ease of use and positive 
flow experiences (i.e., steps taken to retrieve information) have a significant impact on 
information seeking activities in digital libraries. Moreover, library is a vital for e-learning 
systems since they are centralized and offer access to countless e-resources in their collection 
(Hassanin, 2016).  
            As for document delivery systems, they might be especially useful to e-learning and 
distance learning participants, who might not have access to a physical institutional library 
(Natriello, 2005). Document delivery systems can be considered as a form of e-learning since it 
delivers learning content electronically (Byrne & Bates, 2009). Some of the benefits of this 
learning style include granting access to learning materials to students residing in remote 
locations with no time constraints (Natriello, 2005). Thus, financial resources can be reallocated 
towards the development of library tools, services, and collaboration with learning management 
systems (LMS) instead of the support of the library facilities. It enables instructors and learners 
to work in various settings, accommodates their schedule, and promotes self-directed learning.  

This paper investigates change in the request trends of a document delivery system at a 
post-graduate academic library in the past decade. Specifically, the data gathered from the 
system, Document Delivery (DocDel) of the Gottesman Libraries at Teachers College (TC) 
Columbia University. We sought to answer the following questions:  

1) What type of library patrons frequently request materials? 
2) What type of materials are most frequently requested? 
3)   What are the implications for future use of DocDel?  

  
Theoretical Perspective (partially revised) 

The purpose of the university libraries is to fulfill the needs to the academic community. 
One of the ways the university libraries are accomplishing this task is through resource sharing 
and interlibrary loan (Bhatt, 2013). An interlibrary loan and a document delivery service allows 
for the exchange of documents and dissemination of academic materials with lightning speed. 
Moreno and Xu (2010) examined the document supply service in the Australian interlibrary loan 
environment and found that the demands of the library patrons are changing constantly and 
granting access to the library collections is a complex process due to the infrastructure required 
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to deliver the resources requested. Likewise, they found that there is an increase in the library 
patrons’ expectations over time, which requires libraries to constantly modify their practices to 
meet these expectations (Moreno & Xu, 2010). It is noteworthy that the requests received from 
libraries are fulfilled at a greater speed than requests made by individuals (Moreno & Xu, 2010).  

Furthermore, university libraries offer course reserves as a service which provides access 
to students, faculty members, and the rest of the community. Course reserves offer supplemental 
instructional material for a limited amount of time (Li & Demers, 2010). Technological 
advancements have made many materials such as peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters, 
course notes, and multimedia digitally available (e-resources) (Bhatt, 2013; Ogar & Dushu, 
2018). Moreover, there has been an increase in the availability of e-Journals (Spina et al., 2004). 
According to Vasishta and Navijyioti (2011), e-Journals are being integrated into library 
collections at a rapid rate. Williams, Nicholas, and Rowlands (2010) found that the usage of print 
resources declined drastically from 1999 to 2001, and the usage of e-Journals is “accelerating 
rapidly.” However, the cost of the subscription for the e-Journals is beyond the means for many 
individuals; thus, this situation is resolved by the academic and research libraries (Bhatt, 2013). 
Arshad and Ameen (2017) conducted a study exploring the usage patterns of scholarly e-Journals 
by academics in various disciplines. E-Journals were used by 69% of participants, which 
consisted of university faculty members, predominantly for research-related activities (Arshad & 
Ameen, 2017). However, print resources were only used by 50% of participants (Arshad & 
Ameen, 2017). This is partly a result of these resources being only available in print. This 
suggests that an increasing number of library patrons prefer e-resources due to their portability 
and accessibility.  

 Nonetheless, there is more variation and flexibility in course formats. Currently, the 
mode of courses ranges from traditional learning to distance-learning, blended learning, and 
other online learning environments such as the learning management systems (LMS). The 
widespread adoption of an e-Reserve systems in academic libraries begun in the late 1990s. The 
e-Reserve systems served as an alternative to print reserves and enabled students and faculty to 
access course materials, and digital scholarship in general at all times. One of these systems, 
DocDel, has been adopted by several university libraries including the Gottesman Libraries at 
TC.  

DocDel is a widely used systems by members of the TC community. It is used for, among 
other things, interlibrary loan. Library patrons can request materials for both course reserves and 
personal learning. Furthermore, it allows faculty to organize course materials into sessions. 
DocDel tracks usage data such as the type of materials requested, the publishers of the materials 
requested, and the year of the publication. All the data is stored in a database. 

 
Methodology 

A comparative study was conducted to investigate the difference in request trends 
between 2008 – 2009 and 2018 – 2019. The data from DocDel is retrieved from Metabase, an 
open source tool used to store and share data within an organization. The analysis was conducted 
in RStudio, an open-source integrated development environment for R programming. We only 
used data collected between January 1, 2008 and January 1, 2009 and between January 1, 2018 
and January 1, 2019 for the data analysis to incorporate fall, spring, and summer semesters at 
TC. Furthermore, 2018 – 2019 is the most recent finished academic year. Thus, we used it for the 
analysis and compared it with the time period a decade prior, which is 2008 – 2009. We 



5 
USE OF DOCUMENT DELIVERY SYSTEM AT RESEARCH LIBRARIES  

 

examined the type of library patrons (e.g., student, faculty, etc.) who made the most requests 
during these time periods. We also looked at unique library patrons since the same individuals 
might be making several requests. Thus, we investigated the number of users of DocDel. We 
investigated the amount of requests that were made for reserve, and the type of resources that 
were requested in terms of their publication year, publisher, and material type (e.g., book, article, 
dissertation).  

  
Results 
What type of library patrons request materials most frequently? 

There were 15,002 requests made in DocDel between January 1, 2008 and January 1, 
2009 whereas there were 10,479 requests between January 1, 2018 and January 1, 2019. In 
regards to unique library patrons, in 2008 – 2009, there were 1,218 unique users, 895 of which 
are students; while in 2018 – 2019, there were in 954 unique users, 669 of which are students. 
For both time intervals, the number of faculty requests was significantly greater than the number 
of non-faculty requests (see Appendix A). In 2008 – 2009, there were 10,936 faculty requests 
compared to 4,066 non-faculty requests. In 2018 – 2019, there were 8,125 faculty requests 
compared to 2,354 non-faculty requests. However, more students are using DocDel than faculty 
members. In other words, the same faculty members are making requests.  For instance, one 
faculty member made 436 requests while the maximum number of requests by an individual \ 
student in 2008 – 2009 was 94. Nonetheless, Appendix A shows that the number of faculty and 
student requests peaked in January and September, unsurprising since these are the beginning of 
the spring and fall semesters respectively. In 2008 – 2009, the number of faculty requests 
exceeded 900 and the number of non-faculty requests exceeded 200 in January and September. 
However, in 2018 – 2019, there were less requests made in the spring semester than fall semester 
because there are less courses offered in the spring semesters than in the fall semesters (see 
Appendix (create a bar graph)).  

In 2008 – 2009, DocDel was used equally for making regular requests and for course 
reserves (see Appendix B). In particular, 7,282 requests were made for course reserves while 
7,720 requests were non-reserves. It is important to note that only faculty members are allowed 
to reserve materials in DocDel. This explains why the number of faculty requests exceeds the 
number of non-faculty requests. Nevertheless, in 2018 – 2019, a different picture is presented. 
The number of requests for reserves exceeds the number of requests for non-reserves by 15%. As 
in, 6,050 requests were made for reserving materials compared to 4,429 non-reserve requests. 
This is a result of students preferring to use research databases such as EBSCOhost, ERIC, and 
JSTOR, and open access materials. Furthermore, the decrease in the number of course reserves 
from 2008 – 2009 to 2018 – 2019 could be that faculty members posting course materials 
directly on class platforms such as Canvas, a learning management system (LMS) used 
frequently at TC. In 2008 – 2009, less choices of platforms were available for course instructors 
to post course materials. Hence, many of them reserved to DocDel for making requests for 
course reserves. Within the past decade, the number of choices and the features of LMS systems 
expanded.  
 
What type of materials are most frequently requested? 

For the publication year of the requested materials, items that were recently published 
(i.e., 2000 – present) were requested more often than items that were published prior to 2000 for 
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both time periods (see Appendix C). Specifically, in 2018 – 2019, 84% of items requested were 
published in 2000 and beyond. However, in 2008 – 2009, only 56% of items requests were 
published in 2000 and beyond. Appendix C shows that there was some demand for items 
published in the 1990s in 2008– 2009 since it was still early in the new century. There will 
always be demand for current and ongoing research in almost all disciplines. Thus, one can 
expect this peak to shift to the right in the future. 

Appendix D shows that dissertation chapters were the most requested material, followed 
by articles for both time intervals. This is not surprising given that dissertation chapters cannot 
be easily accessed on the web depending on the institutional policies. For instance, some 
institutions have digital repositories that store dissertations as is the case with TC, which stores 
students’ dissertations in PocketKnowledge (PK). Likewise, some articles require special 
permission to access since Columbia University might not have a subscription to the journal. 
Also, new articles might not have been published yet in the journal issue; thus, one cannot access 
them without a request. In 2018 – 2019, books were in relatively the same demand as articles. In 
particular, 2,787 articles and 2,749 books were requested. In 2008 – 2009, far more articles were 
requested than books; as in, 4,454 articles compared to 2,818 books. One can expect books to be 
requested often given their cost. However, TC’s policy allows for only two chapters of a book to 
be requested due to copyright regulations. Moreover, perhaps, institutions did not have as many 
materials in digital form in 2008 – 2009 as they currently do. Also, open access has only gained 
popularity beginning from 2010s (van der Zee & Reich, 2018).  

In regards to publishers, in 2018, there was more variation in the type of publishers of 
items most frequently requested (see Appendix E). In 2008, there were seven publishers, items of 
which were frequently requested, which were mostly articles. The only exception is Routledge, 
where 64 books were requested compared to 163 articles. In 2018, there were fourteen 
publishers, materials of which had most frequent requests. For both time periods, the items 
published by Routledge high the highest demand. Nonetheless, the demand for some of these 
publishers remains high such as Routledge, Cambridge University Press, Sage, and Teachers 
College Press. Furthermore, the demand for items published by Routledge, Sage, and Cambridge 
University Press increased by 30.79%, 8.66%, and 7.62% There is a great increase in the number 
of books requested from these publishers. In particular, 621 (40.43%) books were requested.  
  
Limitations 

The results presented above are an initial understanding of how DocDel is used at TC. 
There were missing values for the certain data attributes such as the title of the reserve, its 
author, publisher, and the publication year. DocDel only tracks information for single-time 
requests, so there is no data available for the reuse of a material. Also, much of the data input has 
been conducted manually, which means that there might have been spelling errors during the 
data entry. Moreover, we have not investigated the percentage of students aware of the system’s 
existence and its features.  
 
Implications  

 The results suggest that DocDel is beneficial for students and faculty at TC. The initial 
information seeking point for the TC community are research databases such as EBSCOhost, 
ERIC, and JSTOR, and open access materials. One possible explanation is the design of the TC 
Gottesman Libraries website. However, not all materials can be found in these databases and 
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easily accessed, including the recently published material and dissertation chapters. This 
indicates that there will still be demand for DocDel in the near future, including article requests 
since some articles require special access permission. As for faculty posting the course material 
on LMS or other class platforms, not all faculty members use these platforms for their courses. 
Likewise, some required material has to be first reserved by the faculty member through DocDel 
before posting it on LMS and other class platforms.  

As for material types requested, there is an increase in book request from 2008 to 2018. 
However, book requests also include ebooks. Many books, including textbooks, are available in 
the ebook format, which might partly explain the increase. Due to the convenience of ebooks, 
more TC community members might have requested them. Also, due to newest items being in 
demand constantly, more financial resources should allocated towards these items. Likewise, the 
demand for items published by Routledge, Cambridge University Press, and Sage will only 
increase, especially the book demand.  

For future research, one can investigate the how the trend changed over the years rather 
than analyzing only two time periods. Also, one can examine the disciplines of patrons that 
utilize document delivery systems.   
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Appendix A --- Request Trend 2008-2009 vs. 2018-2019 
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Appendix B --- Frequency of Reserved Materials in 2008-2009 vs. 2018-2019 
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Appendix C --- Demand for Old vs. Recently Published Items in 2008-2009 vs. 2018-2019 
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Appendix D --- Demand for Different Material Types in 2008-2009 vs. 2018-2019 
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Appendix E --- Publishers of Different Material Types Requested in 2008-2009 vs. 2018-2019 

 
 


