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The Training of the Special Librarian

By JAMES |. WYER
Board of Education for Librarians, A, L. A.

What Are the Qualifications of a Special Librarian?

HAT particular kind of training best fits one to be a special librarian? For
20 years these questions have been matters of constant concern to, and
consideration by, your Association.

With the active interest of your one-time secretary-treasurer and president, Mr.
Guy E. Marion, a Special Libraries Association committee planned a manual for the
professional training of special librarians, and in 1914~15 made some preliminary but
indecisive inquiries into the subject.

In 1915, Mr. R. H. Johnston, once your president, in his brochure SrECIAL
LIBRARIES, pages 13-14, wrote as follows:

“The question whether any special training can be afforded for librarians engaged in the con-
duct of these business libraries is one which is still before the Association. In some ways, however,
the use of library training 1n special libraries is analogous to the work of the public accountant
in the large corporation. A general training is doubtless of service, but we shall quote from the
testimony of an official, whose statement must be given deep constderation, as to the relation
between general training in accountancy and that needed by a particular business:

“ *Concerns of sufficient size to do so will permanently employ men who are, or who can be-
come, experts both on the business and on its accounting and can take the responsibility con-
nected therewith. To such concerns the services of public accountants for these purposes are
not only inadequate but are superfluous and a waste of money. And yet large corporations are
constantly being solicited by public accountants to be allowed to revise their accounting sys-
tems, frequently with much glittering argument as to scientific management, efficiency, en-
gineering, and the like.'”

(Charles G. Dubois, comptroller of the American Telephone and Telegraph Company.)
*Many of the most successful special librarians founded and conducted libraries which ade-

quately served the particular business establishment with which they were connected to whom
Poole, Cutter, and Dewey were unknown. It might be, however, that with a library training or-
ganization would have been better, service would have been more expeditious, and il 15 to this age
of investigating and testing time-honored methods that the Special Libraries Association has now
come."

In the same year, J. H. Friedel, an eminent special librarian, an officer in your
Association, wrote a book ‘' Training for Librarianship," in which we find:
*Good education, wide informational background, organizing ability, breadth of vision and the

power to distinguish between essentials and non-essentials, a degree of literary capacity, and
specialized training in the field of activity in which he serves, are essential to the special librarian™

(p. 100),

",
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And again, in a chapter on the business librarian, he writes:

* Besides definite understanding of library work and the means of its application to modern
business, the (business) librarian should have a good education and some training in economics.
Sound common sense, tact and enthusiasm, ability to work in unison with others, a quick percep-
tion of essentials, adaptability and executive ability are required in the work Wide knowledge of
the subjects in which the organization is most interested is advisable. The business librarian is
invariably expected to foresee the demand for and be prepared to give information along any lines
in which the company's personnel is interested' (p. 120-21).

TFurther on, in listing qualifications for financial librarian, we read:

A thorough training in economics, with intensive knowledge of money, credit and banking is
prerequisite The calls on and contacts of the financial librarian are such that a broad, sound,
educational background is absolutely necessary if he is to be on the road toward the top. A college
training or its equivalent, as well as familiarity with library method, and knowledge of the means
of its practical application is necessary. The librarian who can secure a position in a bank, thereby
obtaining a practical background for further progress, will find many tasks simplified since thereby

the viewpoint of the institution will be obtained, the work made more significant, and advance-
ment facilitated’ (p. 128),

And for the law librarian, we find:

“The best preparation for work in a law library is practical experience in such a library as an
understudy. Law librarians are almost unanimous in the opinion that the law library is the best
training school for work 1n their field” (p 135).

And further on we find this for the technical librarian:

“The technical librarian must possess a thorough understanding of the science or sciences with
which his work brings him in contact, and an intimate familiarity with its literature. A sound
general education is equally essential. Technical librarians are agreed that the man or woman
looking forward to a successful career in the work should have at least a college education or its
equivalent Specializing in the sciences, with some laboratory work, is also advised” (p. 151-2).

Decidedly Mr. Friedel set slight value on formal training, slighter value still on
library training, and attached far more importance to a close study of the business
or profession represented by the special library, and to learning on the job. Either he
did not accurately represent his special library colleagues or they later experienced a
change of mind and heart, for in 1926 an impromptu committee of your Association,
after five hours' discussion, submitted these conclusions:

“That ideally a course for special librarians should be separate and distinct from the course
given for general librarians, That it should be especially planned for special librarians and elected

by those persons who expect to pursue their profession in special libraries. The instruction must be
adapted to the special librarian's work."”

Then followed the names of eighteen courses which the committee deemed ‘' the
essentials in the training of a special librarian.” These courses were to follow a college
degree, and were to be in addition to time spent in graduate work preparing for the
special subject field chosen, e g. chemistry, finance, engineering. In passing, it may be
noted that ten of the eighteen courses are not offered in any library school, and are
not really library courses at all.

This interesting and admirable tentative report (SPECIAL LIBRARIES 17:329-30)
was considered by the committee for another year, and as presented again in 1927,
expanded and perhaps improved (SPeCIAL LiBRARIES 18:226-28), it is an able docu-
ment, showing clear thinking and close study. The committee again in 1928 (SPrcIAL
LIBRARIES 19:200-02) presented and reaffirmed essentially the same report, and
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added some emphatic comment, stressing the importance of the early establishment
of a year of such formal training, the indispensableness of the special library view-
point throughout (no garden variety of library training need apply) and disparaging
home study or correspondence courses.

Of these three or four approaches to the subject attempted by your Association,
through members or committees, the 1927 report is the first one which has got any-
where. If the requisite money, environment and teaching staff could be brought to-
gether in the next three months, I have no doubt that the very course deseribed in it,
if launched in September at any university where there is a graduate school of busi-
ness administration, would be an auspicious and successful start, as perfect as any
start ever is.

Now in addition to these four sallies into the field of library training which your
Association has made, ending with the substantive program and positive opinions
submitted by Miss Rebecca Rankin’s committee in 1928, your Association a year
ago appointed yet another committee, with Miss Agnes Greer as chairman. Just why
this was done, I do not know. It would seem to register disapproval or dissatisfaction
with the work or results of the previous committee. The Rankin report admittedly is
an ideal program. Perhaps the new committee under Miss Greer is expected to see
how nearly this ideal course can be achieved through existing educational offerings,
library and other. Perhaps there are wide differences of opinion among yourselves as
to what you want, or think that you need. Those who believe a year at least of library
school is necessary, probably are those who have had it. They are unwilling to cite
any courses that should be dropped, but think more specialized work should be
added. Those who honestly think library school training is not needed, usually are
those who have not had it. Perhaps they hesitate td appear so conceited as to call
attention to the fact that they got along with less preparation than others required.
Perhaps they are genuinely desirous of not seeing others handicapped by that library
school course which was so unnecessary to their own success?

At any rate, I have been called upon at this juncture to review the situation, and
to make such comments as may arise from a considerable experience in library train-
ing. That I also am the director of a group of special libraries — law, medicine, blind,
education, etc. — will not, I hope, detract from my competence for this discussion.

All recorded study, opinions and conclusions of this Association tend to certain
definite and recurring points, as follows:

1. Much less than a year of library iraining is enough for a special librarian. In the
thirty-point ideal one-year course recommended by Miss Rankin’s committee, eight-
een points are library science and twelve points are a mixture of other subjects rather
unrelated to library work or to each other, but each useful at times in some (or all)
libraries, general as well as special. These courses are Point of view; Business eco-
nomics and organization; Applied psychology; Editing and indexing; Filing methods
and equipment; Publicity; Advertising ; Statistics; Public speaking. A knowledge of
these subjects would appear to be equally useful to lawyers, preachers, college presi-
dents and department store managers.

My experience, recent reading and correspondence incline me to believe that a poll
of your membership would show more votes for a year's study of the special subject
than for a year's library training.

2. Consistent emphasis on the * special library viewpoint'' in all library courses for
special librarians, and that these be taught by persons experienced in such libraries.
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3. Correspondence or home study courses are not well adapied for special library
instruction.
4. Entire and persistent disagreement among yourselves as to amount and kind of

_ requisite training. Miss Greer in the brief but pungent report submitted to this

conference, notes the same thing, thus:

“Contact has been made with a number of representative librarians in an endeavor to discover
what (training) is regarded as essential. The opinions given are as far apart as day and night:
According to some, the present library schools meet all the needs. According to others, the library
schools would be expected to change the curricula so greatly that it would be a practical im-
possibility.”

She might have added with entire assurance: ' According to still others, all library
schools might be abolished without loss to special libraries.”

What Are the Obstacles to Agreement as to What Library Training
Is Needed?

HE many kinds of special libraries, and the relatively few examples of each.

Your program lists six groups of special libraries. Two of these groups are

double-headed: Civic-Social, Commercial-Technical. Each of these four
terms embraces several other distinct types of libraries. The librarian of each type
thinks that training for his type should be different from the training for every other
type. Undeniably the public library sets the pattern for library instruction, and will
long do so. Yet it has been possible to develop in schools for general library training,
satisfactory courses for school librarians, children's librarians, college librarians, with
some of the courses common to more than one group. And more significant still is the
fact that the membership list of this Association is thickly sprinkled with names of
successful workers in the special library field whose training was at a general library
school, with not the slightest twist toward or attention to special types of libraries.
Does not this suggest that special librarians do not fully or freely recognize the extent
and the importance of that body of library instruction which is common and essen-
tial to all kinds of library work? Whether this amounts to one year or more than one
year of library school, I will not undertake to say. It must very closely approach at
least one year. One thing is certain: no library school or a dozen library schools can
offer an independent and specialized course for every kind of special library. The ex-
perience of all library schools, and especially those that give a two-year course, has
been that their graduates, trained in general library work with very little of the in-
struction adapted to college, school, special or other types of libraries, have yet gone
out and done notable work in all types.

The derivative origin of most special libraries, and the non-library background of
so many special librarians. Special libraries usually grow out of or relate to a busi-
ness, an office, a profession. The librarian, therefore, has generally been someone
transplanted from this business or office to the new job. He knows the original busi-
ness or profession. It is all that he has needed to know, and often is all the knowledge
that seems to him and to the management requisite for the new library and its
personnel. The life of your Association, less than a quarter-century, despite its close
relation to libraries, has yet been too short wholly to alter this viewpoint and feeling.
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That it is being altered is apparent from the persistent recurrence of this topic in your
councils and consideration. Following the experience of the older American Library
Association, it will be more and more altered with the years. And in time, probably
before long, enough of your members will feel so strongly about it that it will get
your very best thought (indeed the Rankin report has already done that) and will
result in fruitful action which will begin the solution of this admittedly perplexing
question.

Meantime may one hazard a few semi-prophetic observations?

The ideal person for a special library more and more will be acknowledged to be one
who has studied both library science and the major subject or field which the library
serves. 1 do not see how either of these two lines of study can well be postponed until
after the library position is attained, or be most effectively or efficiently learned "on
the job.” It perhaps is immaterial which is first studied, although as the finished
product is to be a librarian and not a practising doctor, lawyer, or banker, it would
seem more logical to study librarianship last. The graduate library schcols, especially
those offering the richest and most diversified courses, should seek, and special libra-
rians should help them find, library-minded students who have had or will take a
year of graduate work in insurance, chemistry, taxation, banking, law, etc., and to
their special subject knowledge add a year ar more of library instruction. That should
be one of the chief objectives of such schools. As much as possible (and probably some-
what more each year) of this instruction will be given by persons experienced in the
conduct of special libraries, although this can never go so far as to assure all comers
_ of instruction relating intimately and intensively to all kinds of libraries.Perhaps the
American Bar Association, the American Medical Association, and si milar bodies,
may some time be interested to endow, or procure endowment for, appropriate
chairs in library schools. Perhaps the S. L. A. can help to bring this about.

The instruction offered by library schools to such students must be fundamental
and comparative, and should stress principles (rather than practices or technique) so
clearly that mature students can apply or adapt them to varying kinds of libraries.
In a second year, the work could be colored by special library conditions. Undoubtedly
a pretty satisfactory course should be possible in one year (certainly in four quarters)
if funds, qualified teachers, and students were in prospect.

Of course the library schools would not teach other subjects, such as statistics,
advertising, public speaking, psychology, etc. All this mélange, if really necessary or
helpful, must come in the antecedent college work. The ambitious librarian will
annex some of it while on the job as useful accessories.

If enough such students can be enticed into library work, the library schools, fol-
lowing some such program as has just been outlined, may be counted on to turn out
admirable special librarians, and although much of the instruction may be general,
and some of it may seem rather elementary, the results will be far better than special
librarians have in the past been willing to admit. This assertion is made with the
confidence arising from personal knowledge of many graduates of the best two-year
library schools (sometimes with but one year of library work), with a curriculum
usually innocent of courses designed solely for special librarians, and never heavily
weighted with them, who have yet done notable work in special libraries. I could
name a half-dozen such offhand.

Much of this program is predicated upon catching your candidate early. Miss
Rankin's 1927 report says: ‘' It is hoped that the persons who are planning to prepare

R T TS
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themselves for special libraries should have it in mind at the beginning of their college
course.” This happens almost never. The decision to be a librarian is often made in
freshman year, but choice among the dozen or more outstanding kinds of librarians is
usually and wisely left until during, or even after, the period of professional training.
The would-be librarian should be kept open-minded as long as possible as to his
specialty within the profession. Nevertheless, an active S. L. A, Committee proselyt-
ing with college vocational advisers, with library schools, and with undergraduatesin
professional schools might do muclf to interest promising people in special library
work.
Summary

May I in closing comment briefly, perhaps a bit dogmatically, on two or three
points which have troubled your committees.

1. A minimum of library training should be one year. The best people will insist on
more. The poorest people will be little benefited by more.

2. This should follow a four-year college course which may well include a subject
major aimed at special library work if the student is able to make a convincing
decision.

3. In your search for standards and criteria, I believe with your committee that
those of the Board of Education for Librarians will be most suggestive and a safe
guide. They were carefully worked out with knowledge of the experience of the most
comparable other professions. They are not frozen, but will be altered when neces-
sary. The Board makes no curricula, insists on no set programs. It has, sometimes,
advised, but never requires. It desires nothing so much as to have worthy schools,
meeting wholesome essential standards, develop the utmost individuality of maiter
and method without over-standardization. Your Association thus has the utmost
liberty to induce existing or new schools to offer anything you want, within the
library field, and from any viewpoint.

4. You have been thinking about this for twenty years. The result is a slow but
steady and well considered progress. Don't worry (some of you) that it is no faster.
Take time enough to convince your best thinkers and most influential members. The
best argument for trained special librarians is more of them carefully picked for
training. There are recent signs that the library schools are not being careful enough
in preliminary selection. Encourage only your most promising youngsters. Special
libraries are exempt from over-standardization through certification which can never
be applied to private collections. Another wholesome condition is that competition in
profit making business ought to keep you special librarians up to the mark. I hope
there will always and often be the bright young man or woman brought up in the
generél office, who does not know a shelf-list from a shell fish, who will now and then
when transferred to the library run rings around the poorest trained librarians and
occasionally beat one of the best of them out. The way should always be open for
such. But I have talked too long.
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Conservation in Insurance

By ALBERT W. WHITNEY
National Bureau of Casualty and Surety Underwriters

product of insurance. At this particular time, however, this development is

doubly interesting and significant as an example of the way in which business
can be made to serve social ends and it is this aspect of the subject that I want to
stress. I shall have to ask your indulgence if I get rather far afield in developing a
background for this point of view.

Man, through all the span of his developing civilization, has been struggling to
gain control of his physical conditions; for thousands of years he has continued,
however, to be for the most part the creature of circumstance; this was reflected in
his philosophy, which has been primarily a philosophy of resignation. It is only in
the last few decades that his efforts to master the world have come to fruition; now,
however, he has gained in many ways a physical control over the world that is noth-
ing less than marvelous,

In the face of this wonderful mastery over the physical conditions of our life came
the depression, as though the world were mocking us with the fact that it still had
depths in its philosophy that we had not dreamed of. We have tasted the exhilaration
of world control, however, and it is perfectly certain that this present depression will
not be accepted in the same spirit as the depressions of the past, We shall come out of
it with a conviction that a depression must have causes and that those causes can be
studied and controlled just like other causes that influence our physical and social
life.

One effect of the depression, perhaps its most significant effect, will be to drive
home the fact that the world that we are to live in must be hereafter a planned world.
In spite of the fact that we are making use of forces that are powerful enough to
wreck the world if misused, in spite of the fact that we are living in a world that is
interdependent in the highest degree, we have not accepted the responsibility for
doing the planning and orgamzmg that is necessary. The world is being run so far as
we are concerned in a hit or miss manner with very little thought of what we are try-
ing to do or how we are to do it. The results as shown by the depression are only what
might have been expected; in fact it is remarkable that we have got along as well as
we have. We should not expect to be able to manufacture and sell automobiles suc-
cesstully if the manufacturing departments and the sales departments did not work
in close harmony with each other. And yet we are trying something closely similar
to this in our world economy.

We have come out of an intensely competitive, individualistic order and we are
undoubtedly on the way toward a codperative, more thoroughly socialized order.
In the past it was the hard, brute survival of the fit that was the directing and
energizing element in progress. Progress in the world of the future will differ from the
progress of the past: it will for instance be organized largely in terms of society as
the unit rather than the individual and the survival of the fit will become increas-
ingly the survival of the fit idea rather than merely the survival of the fit individual.
There are momentous changes to be made and one wonders whether we shall come

I AM to speak to you about the way in which conservation has developed as a by~

Fan
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through the present situation, where everyone's nerves are on edge and where vast
numbers of people are in acute distress, without feeling that revolutionary changes
and a completely new social order are necessary. It is to be hoped that the change
can be made on an evolutionary basis. Revolution destroys not only physical values
but a rich heritage of spiritual values. While our contribution to world control has
been nothing to boast of, the world itself is a wiser old organism than it is given
credit for and there has been an order in its development that goes far deeper than our
own consciousness.

When man made the momentous decision to stand erect and walk on two legs in-
stead of four he had no new equipment to call into use; his existing limbs had to be
fitted to the needs of the situation and his internal organs, inconveniently arranged
for this posture though they were, had nevertheless to be adapted as well as possible
to fit the new conditions. The result was distinctly an accommodation between the
new and the old conditions and by no means the best possible arrangement that
might have been designed if the problem could have been approached de novo.
Progress is not something of the moment; it is definitely conditioned by the past.

The critical problem today is how to adapt our existing civilization to the new
conditions that confront us. How can the elements of the old order be adapted to
meet the conditions of the new order? Our present social order is on trial, Every part
of it must be examined to see whether it is fit to survive. The time has come when the
books of our economic system are due to be audited, and every business ought to be
giving thought to the question of whether it is being so conducted as to develop the
maximum social effect of which it is capable. It is not enough that a business should
be a good business for those that are in it; it must also be able to show that it is per-
forming a valuable function for society and in an efficient manner. This is the time
for businesses not only to get rid of their diseases and their parasitic growths but to
put out new growths that will definitely benefit the public. Any business in which a
racket has developed, any business which has developed antisocial qualities, should
take this occasion to purge itself; no better time will ever come But a business
should do more than this; it should be on the lookout to discover how it can be so
operated as to produce new social values.

There are some exceedingly mterestmg developments going on in the busmess of
today along exactly these lines. In view of the great wealth of examples in this field,
I may be pardoned if I confine my illustrations to the insurance field with which I
am familiar and in so doing I shall at last come to the subject matter of my address.

Before speaking of conservation, however, I may refer to certain developments
that took place in insurance many years ago that also illustrate my thesis; they
furthermore have had an important bearing upon conservation. Competition in some
form or other will be as important in the new order as in the old, for there must al-
ways be some way of getting rid of the unfit individual or the unfit idea. The process
of securing the survival of the fit is a no less drastic process today than it was a hun-
dred thousand years ago; it has only changed its incidence. The competition of today
is vastly different from the old competition. The primitive man knocked his com-
petitor over the head with a club; today competitors fight with such weapons as
chewing gum and ladies’ underwear, and competition has become a highly com-
plicated phenomenon. Some effects of competition are socially good, but others are

distinctly bad, and it becomes the duty of the social engineer to so order competition
that its good effects will be maximized and its evil effects minimized.
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