
 

 
Journal of Library Innovation, Volume 5, Issue 1, 2014                          78 
 

 

  Volume 5, Issue 1, 2014 
 
 
 

Article 

 
 

 An Ugly Weed: Innovative Deselection to Address a Shelf Space Crisis 
 
 
 
 

Pamela Arbeeny  
Fort Lewis College 
Durango, CO 
 
Lloyd Chittenden 
Fort Lewis College 
Durango, CO 
 
 
 

 
Abstract 

 
 
Given one month to produce a weeding list of 4,000-5,000 monographs, librarians at 
Fort Lewis College in Durango, Colorado developed a plan to make quick assessments 
while minimizing mistakes and protecting key works in the collection. The innovative 
process, utilizing keyword filtering and color coding in Microsoft Excel, could prove val-
uable to any library with limited staffing for weeding. Though the process is not sug-
gested to replace ongoing deselection in collaboration with faculty, the method can be 
used to create focused weed lists to save valuable staff time. 
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This article describes a focused deselection project implemented with minimal staffing 
to address critical shelf overcrowding in a small academic library collection at the John 
F. Reed Library at Fort Lewis College in Durango, Colorado. The limited time frame 
allotted for completion of the project necessitated the development of an innovative 
approach to deselection. The process utilizes keyword filtering and color coding in 
Microsoft Excel. The circumstances precipitating the deselection project are reviewed.  
Details of each stage of the process are provided, and outcomes and future applications 
are discussed. 

Literature Review 

In his important work, Weeding Library Collections: Library Weeding Methods, Stanley 
Slote (1997) provides several reasons to weed library collections, including saving 
space and staff time, increasing usage, and creating room for new technologies. 
Reducing the amount of space needed to house collections is increasingly important as 
academic libraries respond to the changing needs of users in the digital age. Recent 
studies at the University of Maryland Libraries found students desire more study space 
as well as increased space for collaborative group work (Ruschoff, 2012).   

Despite the acknowledged benefits, the literature is filled with discussions of the 
impediments to deselection. Librarians often lack confidence in their judgment and are 
fearful of discarding valuable materials (Intner, 2006). Deselection can create conflicts 
with faculty and provide public relations challenges (Metz & Gray, 2005). Slote also 
notes “professional work pressures” (p. 5) that drain librarians’ time as a discouraging 
factor. The workloads carried by academic librarians often include reference, instruction, 
collection development, service, supervision, and scholarship, making it difficult to find 
time to devote to deselection projects. The circumstances surrounding Fort Lewis 
College’s weeding crisis was the result of both the loss of collection space and an 
increase in librarians’ workloads.   

Baumbach and Miller (2006) describe age, use, condition, currency, duplication, 
curricular integration, appropriateness to collection, bias, and obsolete formats as 
criteria for deselection of materials in a school library collection. The project 
implemented at Fort Lewis College applied these criteria to the deselection process 
despite limited staffing and a severe time constraint. 

Background 

In the fall of 2011, the Reed Library at Fort Lewis College in Durango, Colorado faced 
critical overcrowding in the main circulating collection. In the prior five years, library 
collection space was reallocated to house campus organizations and to create 
comfortable seating areas and group study rooms. The authors developed a weeding 
initiative with the intention of alleviating overcrowding by the end of the academic year. 
The Library, serving our small public liberal arts college with a student FTE of 3,545, 
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was staffed with six librarians. Each librarian had been charged with weeding his or her 
subject liaison areas. However, the departure of two librarians shortly before the 
beginning of fall semester and the inability to fill those positions in a timely manner 
resulted in a dramatic increase in the remaining librarians’ workloads. The number of 
hours needed to cover teaching, reference, and other essential duties was given priority 
over weeding. 

By early April 2012, it was apparent the library was facing a shelf space crisis. There 
was little to no space left to shelve incoming books and something had to be done 
quickly. The Library Director charged the authors with targeting 4,000-5,000 volumes for 
deselection over the summer. Because most librarians at Reed Library work ten-month 
contracts and are absent during the months of June and July, a weed list had to be 
assembled within one month to ensure there was time for each librarian to review titles 
in his or her subject areas before final deselection.  

The short timeline for weeding meant that the subject liaisons had a narrow window to 
review the targeted titles in their subject areas. Therefore, it was necessary for the 
authors to make initial assessments to limit the number of titles for each librarian to 
review. Potentially valuable titles had to be quickly eliminated from consideration. 
Conversely, a method was needed to quickly focus on titles that were good targets for 
weeding. This required a plan. A process was developed that utilized Create Lists in 
Innovative Interfaces’ Millennium Integrated Library System (ILS) and the keyword 
filtering function in Microsoft Excel to target titles for deselection. Throughout the 
process the authors were working in two directions at once. On the one hand, they were 
deleting titles from the consideration list that they determined should be kept in the 
collection. On the other hand, they were also highlighting titles on the list that would be 
targeted for deselection. Though not recommended to replace ongoing weeding in 
collaboration with faculty, this process of creating targeted weed lists could prove 
helpful to any academic library with limited staffing or time constraints. 

Project Scope 

A decision was made to target items in basement storage for weeding. This would 
create space to shift lesser used items from the overcrowded main circulating collection 
into basement storage. The basement storage collection was created three years earlier 
and contained over 32,000 titles. Most items in the basement had been in the Library’s 
holdings since at least 1997 when the Library migrated to its current ILS, and showed 
little or no use. Prior to moving titles into basement storage, student workers checked all 
titles in the collection against Resources for College Libraries (http://rclweb.net). A “core 
title” note was added to the 992 field of the MARC record for each title found in RCL 
Web. A “core author” note was added for each author whose works were found in RCL 
Web. During this process, liaison librarians also had the opportunity to add notes to the 
992 field of MARC records to indicate that they thought an item was a core title and 
should not be weeded. The majority of core titles were excluded from the initial shift of 
titles into basement storage and remained in the main circulating collection.  

 

http://rclweb.net/
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Creating the Initial Consideration List for Deselection 

Focusing on the titles housed in the basement, the Create Lists function was utilized to 
generate a list of 20,974 titles that had zero checkouts since 2003. Create lists was also 
used to exclude all titles with “core title” or “core author” notes in the MARC 992. The 
Create List function generated data that was used to identify useful fields from each 
item listed, including the call number, volume, number of copies, title, imprint, 008 date 
one, 008 date two, 008 date type and 008 language code. These fields were then 
exported into an Excel spreadsheet and used in the assessment of the items in storage. 
From this point on, the assessment process took place using the consideration list in the 
form of an Excel spreadsheet. The spreadsheet enabled the authors to quickly identify 
titles that would be excluded from consideration for deselection as well as those that 
should be deselected (see Figure 1). 

An additional 008 code that could have been used when generating the list in Create 
Lists was the government publication code. In this case, government documents were 
excluded from the consideration list at a later stage based on call number. The only 
government documents in this collection are the series from the Department of 
Agriculture. Each of these series is assigned a single call number with unique volume 
numbers, therefore it was easy to isolate those groups of call numbers and delete them 
from the consideration list. 

Initial Assessments 
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Figure 1. 
Relevant Fields Exported Into Spreadsheet to Create the Initial Consideration List 

 

The next step involved identifying criteria to focus initial assessments of the titles 
remaining on the consideration list. The criteria identified include second copies, 
language, multivolume sets, publication date, and relevance to the curriculum. One of 
the first things that became apparent after examining the initial spreadsheet was the 
number of second copies it contained: 225 second copies were immediately targeted for 
weeding. Two student workers, each working twenty hours per week, were employed to 
assist with the weeding project. Their initial responsibility was to withdraw these second 
copies. A Copy 2 list was generated by filtering the spreadsheet on the copy number 
field. Then detailed written instructions were created for the students to guide their 
withdrawal of these items. Students were asked to verify that both copies were in our 
collection and compare the condition of each copy. The copy selected for retention was 
given to the Technical Services Technician for relabeling. Students tagged the 
remaining items for deletion in the ILS and discarded them. 

While student workers withdrew second copies, the authors focused on the German and 
French language titles on the consideration list. The College recently eliminated all 
German language courses, which decreased demand for German language materials. 
The French Language minor was being eliminated as well, but a program focusing on 
elementary and intermediate French instruction remained. The spreadsheet was filtered 
for titles coded for German and French language in the 008 MARC field. Examination of 
the titles revealed that the scope of the German and French language collections was 
far too advanced for the level needed to support undergraduate instruction; therefore 
these titles were highlighted for weeding. A few history primary source materials in 
German and French were retained, as well as important works in philosophy, political 
theory, and fiction; however the majority of holdings in these languages remained on the 
consideration list. Of the 172 French and German titles on the initial list, 87 titles were 
withdrawn. The two student workers were kept busy removing those foreign language 
materials while the librarians continued refining the final weeding list to achieve the goal 
of 4,000 to 5,000 titles (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. 
Filtering Out English Language Titles to Consider Non-English Language Titles 
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The College was also phasing out two other academic programs, Agriculture and 
Computer Science. With the exception of more recently published texts dealing with 
sustainable agriculture, forestry, and local foods, almost all of the S call number range 
agriculture titles were marked for withdrawal in the spreadsheet. Computer science titles 
were not withdrawn at that time because they have relevance across many disciplines.  
At a later point in the weeding process, secondary assessments based on datedness 
resulted in the eventual withdrawal of many computer science titles. 

The next step involved scanning the spreadsheet for large multivolume sets of titles. 
These sets were deleted from the consideration list. Given the necessity to weed 
numerous volumes in a short period of time, the decision to exclude multivolume sets 
may seem ill advised; however, several of these sets covered physics, biology, 
geosciences, and chemistry. At the time of the assessment, there was no science 
librarian on staff and the majority of faculty were off-campus. The timeline for the project 
combined with the lack of expertise needed to quickly assess the value of these 
materials to academic programs prompted the decision to review large sets at a future 
date. Therefore approximately 400 items in large sets were deleted from the 
consideration list. 

At this point there were still over 20,000 items remaining on the consideration list. In 
order to save time reviewing all these items, an arbitrary decision was made to eliminate 
titles from the consideration list based on publication date. Items published after 1990 
and before 1910 were deleted from the consideration list. Items published after 1990 
were less likely to be dated than most of the other items under review. Many of the titles 
published before 1910 appeared to be distinctive and potentially valuable. Lacking the 
expertise needed to assess their value, it seemed prudent to return to those items after 
the project’s completion, when more time was available for assessment. A total of 1,537 
items were deleted from the consideration list as a result of these date considerations, 
leaving the authors with 18,725 items to consider. 

Next, 3,844 items in Library of Congress call number ranges QE (geology), PR (British 
literature), PS (American literature), and M (music) were also deleted from the 
consideration list and would not be considered for deselection. Literature and literary 
criticism receive more use than other items in our collection. Despite the limited use of 
the titles under review, the authors felt that by their nature, literature, music and their 
criticism were less likely to be dated and more likely to be of relevance to future patrons. 
Also, the literature subject librarian had weeded in the prior year. Titles with QE call 
numbers were retained because of the potential value of many of the items in this range 
to the College’s geographic region and its curriculum.   

Keyword Filtering in Excel 

Keyword filtering in Excel was used to identify items of potential value to library users, 
including primary sources and titles located in sections of the collection with the highest 
use. In the past few years, use of the Library’s primary source materials has increased 
dramatically. Therefore, preserving the print primary sources housed in basement 
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storage was a priority. Keyword filtering on the title field in Excel was employed to locate 
likely primary sources. The keywords (and variations on them) used to identify these 
sources included the following: diaries, letters, correspondence, papers, memoirs, 
autobiography, personal narratives, journals, documents, treaties, sources, records, 
archives, travel, speeches, writings, and interviews. The title field was filtered on each of 
those keywords in turn, and the authors reviewed the resulting lists for primary sources 
(see Figure 3).   

  

 

Figure 3. 
Filtering on the Keyword “Tomorrow” in the Title Field 
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History titles are the second most heavily used books in the Library’s collection and 
Medieval history titles are the most popular among history texts. Additional filtering to 
identify titles in these high use segments of the collection was initiated with the following 
keywords: history, Middle Ages, and Medieval. The titles generated by these filters were 
reviewed and several were deleted from the consideration list. At this point, 2,271 titles 
were identified as primary sources or other important history texts and were deleted 
from the consideration list. 

Next, the authors switched to highlighting titles to be weeded rather than deleting titles 
from the consideration list. They used keyword filtering to target dated titles. Initially, 
emphasis was on keywords in titles that had the potential to flag dated items. Keywords 
used in filtering included today, technology, computer, new, modern, contemporary, 
future, tomorrow, advances, Soviet, and frontiers. The title field was filtered for each of 
these keywords in turn, and the authors reviewed the resulting list for items that 
appeared to be dated. Titles identified with these keywords did include some important 
works that were retained in the collection, but the strategy proved a success in revealing 
numerous titles that should be highlighted for weeding, particularly those covering topics 
in computer science, technology, mathematics, and education. With this method, the 
authors found 1,932 dated items that were then highlighted for weeding. 

Items targeted for weeding were highlighted in the consideration list spreadsheet.  
Highlighted rows were then filtered out of the spreadsheet so that targeted titles 
remained on the consideration list but were hidden while assessment continued. This 
avoided a duplication of effort and reassessment of titles already targeted for 
deselection (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 4. 
Filtering Out Highlighted Titles Already Targeted For Deseletion  
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At this stage of the project, 12,610 titles remained on the consideration list. Librarian 
subject liaisons would not have time to review everything on the list before taking leave 
in June and July, and the goal was a final list of 4,000-5,000 titles. Time was running 
out. The authors decided to focus on identifying materials with older publication dates. 
The spreadsheet was then sorted by call number range and sub-arranged by date. An 
arbitrary decision was made to target different cut-off dates for each call number range. 
For example, 2,354 titles with the history call number range D or F with a publication 
date after 1950 were deleted from the consideration list. In the E range, history of the 
Americas, 792 titles were deleted entirely from the consideration list because of their 
potential importance to our users. Similarly, 4,052 science and social science titles 
published after 1970 were deleted from the consideration list as well as 46 Items in the 
T (technology) range published after 1980. 

During this stage of review, the authors identified more groups of materials that no 
longer supported the curriculum to retain on the consideration list. For example, a 
significant number of older books addressing area studies outside of our geographic 
region, the Four Corners area of the Southwest, were targeted for withdrawal from the 
collection. 

Final Review 

After completing the keyword filtering process and the process for removing more 
current materials, the weed list was almost at the targeted goal of 4,000-5,000 titles. 
The last stage involved a final review during which the entire list of remaining titles was 
examined for key works to retain in the collection. After that process, 3,900 titles had 
been identified for deselection. The success of the final review, aimed at protecting 
seminal texts, was limited by the subject expertise of the authors. Fortunately, the next 
phase of the project provided additional review prior to final deselection.   

Once the authors finalized the weed list, librarians conducted a physical review of the 
targeted books. Student workers retrieved items on the final weed list and shelved them 
by call number range on designated weed shelves. Books were pulled one section at a 
time, and librarians were notified when items in their liaison areas were shelved and 
ready for review. Shelves were labeled and dated. Liaisons were given three days to 
complete the review of each shelf. The items liaisons chose to retain were placed on 
book carts and returned to basement storage. All librarians on staff were encouraged to 
review materials outside of their liaison areas, and at least three librarians were 
committed to review all materials targeted for deselection. After three days, students 
removed books from the shelves to begin final withdrawal while a new batch from the 
weed list was brought from the basement for review. A total of 3,734 items were 
deselected. After the basement storage items were withdrawn, students proceeded to 
shift low use titles from the main circulating collection into the basement.   

Conclusion 

“An Ugly Weed” is the name the authors gave to the deselection project. It was not 
pretty, but it achieved its primary goal. A sufficient number of titles were removed in a 
short amount of time to create space for new books, while identifying and retaining 
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many important titles. This crisis passed, but the need to weed continues in order to 
create space and maintain an attractive and relevant collection for library users.  

The authors do not anticipate employing this method in the future, and acknowledge the 
process had its drawbacks. One significant drawback was the drain on the authors’ 
time. The time needed to filter over 20,000 items in order to target 4,000 titles for 
deselection was significant, and severely limited the two librarians’ ability to complete 
other projects. Faculty involvement in the process would have been valuable. Without 
access to faculty members’ subject expertise, the authors were cautious in their 
approach to deselection and might have retained titles of little value. Increased access 
to subject expertise might also have saved important works from deselection. 
Unfortunately, it was difficult to enlist faculty’s help within the time frame available for 
the project. Fortunately, in the year since the weeding project was completed, no 
complaints from faculty or other users about withdrawn titles have been received. 

The library staff plans to reinstate procedures in which librarians are responsible for 
deselection within their liaison areas, but recognizes that staffing limitations will continue 
to make ongoing weeding projects challenging. Weeding generally takes a back seat to 
teaching, reference service, staff supervision, and other responsibilities. Keyword 
filtering is one method of quickly identifying potentially valuable materials and limiting 
the number of titles librarians need to review. The keyword filtering process can be used 
to generate focused weed lists for liaisons. Our hope is that by limiting the scope of 
weeding projects, those projects will become more manageable. If the deselection 
process becomes more manageable, more weeding is likely to get done. 
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