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Since 2004, the Purdue Libraries have been actively promoting and seeking collaboration between librarians and disciplinary faculty in engineering, science, and technology, on sponsored research projects.  This initiative is not an extension of traditional reference or service, but part of a new paradigm of librarians becoming partners and true collaborators in interdisciplinary research (as noted in the figure below).  Evidence collected through conversations, meetings, workshops and seminars, identified an urgent need for the knowledge that librarians have—the expertise to organize and build structure for complex data discovery and management environments. The initiative will play an important role in sponsored research. 

In a nutshell, the initiative for interdisciplinary can be modeled as such:


The National Science Foundation (NSF) has also recognized issues related to data management and research.  In a 2005 report from the National Science Board (NSB), “Long-Lived Digital Data Collections: Enabling Research and Education in the 21st Century,” three roles for those engaged in working with data were identified: the data creator, data manager and data scientist.  The latter of these three is the role most closely analogous to one now being developed and filled in the Purdue Libraries (called Data Research Scientist) and includes responsibilities for: 

· conducting creative inquiry and analysis;

· enhancing the ability of others to conduct research and education using digital data collections;

· developing and applying innovative applications in database technology and information sciences;

· implementing best practices in data management and technology;

· designing and implementing education and outreach programs that make data collections and digital information available to the broadest possible range of researchers, educators, students, and the general public.
A major piece which strengthens this initiative is a strong and supportive collaboration between Information Technology at Purdue (ITaP) and the Libraries.  In fact, the collaborative role of ITaP in research at Purdue has provided additional acceptance of the Libraries as a partner in sponsored research.  ITaP has pioneered the role of information technicians as research associates who are funded on grants to help fulfill research needs in programming and cyber-infrastructure. 

Reorganization was also needed to accommodate interdisciplinary research. Libraries faculty, who previously reported to an AD for public services and collections, have faculty and promotion/tenure requirements for research and publication, in addition to teaching/instruction. To parallel colleges on campus, that position was renamed AD for Learning and a position of AD for Research was created. Library faculty usually spends around 10% of their time in research, and can coordinate with the AD for Research to negotiate grants and funding. In addition, new positions of Data Research Scientists and a Research Systems Administrator report to the AD for Research. 


Louis King of the DAMS project at the University of Michigan once offered this advice regarding repository projects: “Find a way to help people with their problems and you’ll get their attention.” Purdue Libraries have incorporated a similar spirit in the approach to building interdisciplinary collaborations—find out what researchers’ data needs are, and demonstrate how library science expertise can help address them.  For instance, rather than assume that researchers would use a repository to archive and curate datasets, inquiries are made to scientists about data organization issues related to their research.  Such discussions have not only led to specific collaborations in research, but general awareness about what library faculty can do as well. 

To date, almost a third of the Library Faculty have participated in interdisciplinary research grant proposals. Current or upcoming collaborations have ranged from the schools of Engineering and Technology to the departments of Food Science and English. We have also collaborated with Centers for the Environment, Discovery Learning and Cyber-infrastructure. Involvement with granting agencies has ranged from NIH to NSF to local development and seed grants.
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