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By virtue of the title of this book, Library Collection Assessment Through Statistical Sampling, one might expect more detailed coverage of collection development issues and a more robust discussion on statistical sampling than is presented.  Nevertheless, this book does provide an overview of the basic concepts behind survey-based assessment, focusing on preservation issues and evaluating the physical condition of print collections.  Baird explains the purpose of assessment projects and describes why assessment tools should be customized for your particular institution and purpose.  As the author describes collection assessment as a set of methods to evaluate the effectiveness and consequences of past decisions to inform future decisions, he provides several examples illustrating this point throughout the book.  

Chapters two (“Designing the Survey Instrument”) and three (“Conducting the Survey”) focus on how to design a survey as a tool for assessment.  An extensive series of questions developed to elicit information addressing preservation of print materials cover everything from paper fold tests to circulation data.  Baird provides useful tips throughout these chapters and emphasizes the importance of maintaining consistency in how data is collected and scored.   For example, Baird stresses that survey methodology should be well documented in order that future follow-up surveys will maintain the guidelines used previously.  The author provides a limited list of resources for more examples of survey instruments at the end of these chapters as well as within the bibliography at the end of the book.  Harvey’s Preservation In Libraries (1993) provides many more examples.1
One drawback of this book is the lack of clear definitions for some terms specific to book conservation and preservation. While an index is provided, detailed illustrations and/or a glossary of terms would enhance the reader’s understanding of some of the methods described.   Baird (2003), for example, does provide a glossary as well as illustrations.2  

While a section of chapter three describes appropriate ways to conduct surveys for assessing the condition of print materials, only a brief mention is made of how to determine the appropriate sample size for a statistical evaluation.  Baird highlights the importance of maintaining consistency in sampling methodology, but does not adequately describe how to conduct valid random sampling.  As a result, the theme of statistical sampling is not fully developed and other sources would have to be consulted for a more pointed summary on statistical sampling methods.  While Baird does offer some recommendations for further reading within the notes section at the end of chapter three, this subject might have been more fully developed within this work.  Doll and Barron’s Managing and Analyzing Your Collection (2002) is a source that provides a more thorough overview of different sampling techniques and step-by-step instructions on some basic statistical calculations.3   

In chapter four, “Analyzing the Data,” the author goes into some detail on how to set up a survey form in a database program, using as Microsoft Access as the example.  The screen shots presented to illustrate the process of setting up tables and forms do not render well in the text, and more detail would be required for a reader inexperienced with using database software to design a survey instrument – this book does not go into any real depth with regard to setting up survey forms in database programming software. 

Baird presents a dismissive overview of techniques used to analyze the data collected during a survey. While some basic information is presented, the author stipulates that a statistical expert is needed to ensure that the data are properly analyzed and interpreted.  The author describes the kind of information that is collected as nominal data and briefly mentions the kinds of analyses that can be accomplished with nominal data.  The use of the chi-square test is briefly mentioned for use in comparing data collected from different libraries or from different venues within a library, but the reader is again advised to seek the advice of statistics experts instead of conducting the analysis themselves.  Although the chapter lacks significant content on data analysis, the author does include several examples of how to interpret data as well as describes some of the pitfalls one may encounter during interpretation.  

Much of the latter part of the book focuses on issues relevant to preservation of print-based collections.  Studying the means by which the text blocks (the bound pages of a book) are held together and monitoring the condition of books bindings are some of the examples presented that are used to show how collection condition assessment can be harnessed to help develop or expand a preservation or book conservation program.  An interesting collection development example that is discussed in the book is an assessment of the conditions of books residing in the stacks compared to the condition of books being returned to circulation.  Results of these surveys guided decisions about where, when and how much attention should be applied to book repair, bookbinding, how to develop book conservation programs and how effective past preservation efforts have been.   

Library Collection Assessment Through Statistical Sampling will be of limited interest to most libraries that already have a mature preservation and/or conservation program.  Readers interested in preservation will only receive a basic overview of issues that one would encounter in survey-based assessment projects.  In Baird’s earlier book, Preservation Strategies for Small Academic and Public Libraries (2003), many of the topics covered in the current book are discussed in a single chapter.4  In fact, sections of the 2003 book are repeated word for word in the current book (e.g., compare p.65 in the current book to p.16 in the 2003 book).  Baird could have simply cited his previous work instead and put more effort into developing a more thorough overview of statistical sampling techniques and data analysis tools.  

While all of the examples in the book are specific to preservation and loosely address collection development or collection management, some of the same principles could be applied to other assessment needs.  Other books or resources, however, will need to be consulted if one is looking for an explanation of statistical methods to guide assessment projects.  An anticipated follow-up to this book would be a discussion on collection assessment for electronic resources, including online books and journals.   
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