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Education For

RutH S. LEONARD

Special Librarianship

Miss Leonard is Associate Professor
of Library Science, Simmons College,
Boston, Massachusetts.

CATALOGS OF ACCREDITED library
schools indicate not only a great
variety of courses applying to special
library training, but also fundamental
differences in reasoning concerning how
such training should be provided and
of what it should consist. Indeed, a sur-
vey of articles and conferences on li-
brary education shows that special li-
brary education is a perennial subject
and that there is little consistency in
viewpoint toward it except that of dis-
agreement.

Many defend the thesis that special
librarianship cannot, or need not, be
taught at all-—that training can be ac-
quired properly only through experi-
ence. Others believe that intensive aca-
demic preparation in subject fields—
law, chemistry, music or whatever the
appropriate subject field may be, plus
general library education is adequate.
Finally, there are those who see in spe-
cial librarianship a distinctive relation-
ship to business, industry or the profes-
sions which requires “special” content
and method in the training program. All
would undoubtedly agree that the ques-
tion of special library training is a fluid
one, as is all library education today.

Successful development of special
library education is also impeded by
the fact that the library educator and
the special librarian continue in their
failure to understand each other. The
library educator’s own training and ex-
perience is “general” and he has usually
had comparatively little contact with
special libraries other than the depart-
mental library in universities and in

public libraries. On the other hand, the
special librarian often fails to see beyond
the horizon of his own particular or-
ganization and has had little in com-
mon with the experience of the educator
in the library profession. Added to these
reasons is the lack of textbooks on spe-
cial library administration and very
little organized literature on the charac-
teristics and philosophy of special li-
brarianship.

Those library schools which provide
preparation in the literature of subject
fields and training in giving reference
or information service are, to a limited
extent, meeting the demand for more
specialized service to a library’s clien-
tele. University and public librarianship
stand to gain by the greater emphasis
on the content of library materials and
methods of servicing them in subject
areas. The opinion of many special li-
brary administrators, however, is that
the content and method of instruction
in such training programs are not inclu-
sive enough for consideration of the
varied substance of special librarian-
ship in many types of institutions.

A few schools offer courses in specific
fields of special librarianship, such as
law, medicine and music. Emphasis on
sources of information and bibliogra-
phical and research method in these
areas provides opportunity for positions
in professional school libraries in these
subjects and in professional society li-
braries in the fields of medicine and
law. Since not more than one-third of
such courses is devoted to organization
and administration; students are not
specifically trained in the variety of
administrative and professional opera-
tions which librarians of industrial cor-
porations, non-profit associations and
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institutions, and government agencies
must know.

Proponents of courses in specific areas
of librarianship recognize the need for
‘subject specialists who have had their
training directed toward providing bib-
liographical and research tools for spe-
cialized service in these areas. The ad-
vantage of having an instructor and
special lecturers who are subject spe-
cialists and also library administrators
is an important consideration. Both
special librarians and library school ad-
ministrators recognize, however, that
subject preparation by means of spe-
cific courses in each field of librarian-
ship is impractical for all library schools
to undertake. Moreover, many see other
limitations in this “subject” approach to
special librarianship.

The partial answer to this dilemma
may be found in the fact that an in-
creasing number of programs or courses
dealing generally with “special libra-
ries” has come into being in the last
decade. These have varied so much in
content and method of instruction that
it is impossible to state that any stand-
ard in this type of preparation has been
achieved. The changing patterns in li-
brary education at the present time
have also tended to obscure the par-
ticular requirements of special librari-
anship in favor of general programs.

A “special library” is not an entity; it
exists as an integral part of a highly
specialized kind of organization whether
it be an industrial corporation, research
or service institution, a trade associa-
tion, a government agency or a mu-
seum. Since it exists to serve the mem-
bers of that organization, it is necessary
to provide in the training program an
orientation to the structure, functions
and activities of the varying types of
organizations.

Students must understand adminis-
trative problems in relation to the or-
ganizational set-up, and methods of or-
ganizing or reorganizing a library in
such establishments. Since most special
libraries do not deal with one subject
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only or even with one type of clientele,
it is necessary to provide intensive
orientation to a variety of sources of in-
formation and the methods of meeting
—and anticipating—the research and
informational needs of the -clientele.
The organization and administration of
the specialized collections in libraries
must also be included. All the duties
and responsibilities of the special libra-
rian outside the traditional realms of
library service must be stressed, and
these are many.

Advantage of a General Special

Libraries Course

One advantage of a general special
libraries course is that a student may
study his own field and the types of -
braries in it while he gains perspective
of the special library field as a whole.
The success of such a course depends
on the instructor’s ability to integrate
the similarities, variations and differ-
ences in administrative policies and
methods into a co-ordinated whole while
directing the student’s interest and ob-
jectives in one particular segment. The
chief deterrents to this type of course
have been the difficulty of finding qual-
ified instructors who have had experi-
ence in “organization” libraries and the
deficiences in special library literature
from a teaching point of view.

One illustration of the general spe-
cial libraries approach is the program
at Simmons. The School of Library Sci-
ence, Simmons College, has attempted
for some ten years to prepare qualified
students for positions requiring subject
knowledge in particular areas and also
for positions requiring background in
organizational and administrative prin-
ciples in libraries connected with busi-
ness and industrial corporations, re-
search institutions, museums, govern-
ment agencies and similar organiza-
tions. Believing in the soundness of its
basic philosophy, Simmons has extend-
ed and strengthened its courses in its
current graduate program.

The Simmons plan may be said to be
unique in that it offers a program, not
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an elective course in “Special Libra-
ries.” In fact, one-half of the required
twenty year-hours (forty semester
hours) is devoted to courses carefully
integrated to make a balanced prepara-
tion for special library positions.
Courses in the first semester are the
same for all Master of Science candi-
dates. Students enrolled in the Grad-
uate Program in Special Librarianship
concentrate on their objective during
the second semester and the summer
following. Courses which students take
the first half-year are as follows: The
Library as a Social Institution, Refer-
ence Methods, Literature of the Social
Sciences, and Principles of Cataloging
and Classification. Three of the four
courses in the second half-year relate
to special librarianship. Students may
elect for their fourth course either the
Literature of the Humanities or the
Literature of Science and Technology.

The three courses in the second se-
mester represent the three aspects of
librarianship which need special inter-
pretation to meet special library situ-
ations. They are: The Organization and
Administration of Special Libraries, Re-
search and Bibliographical Method in
Subject Fields, and Technical Processes
for Special Libraries. Since course titles
mean little, the objective and content
of each course need description.

To be brief, Organization and Ad-
ministration of Special Libraries is not
just another course in administration.
Students learn the organization set-up
of a variety of establishments and the
place of the library in the organization,
including its functions and activities. A
thorough introduction to the research
and working methods of scientists, statis-
ticians, engineers, social workers, mar-
ket analysts, advertising executives,
etcetera, is provided so that the student
will understand the relationship of his
job to the objectives of the group with
whom he is to work. Added to an un-
derstanding of the library’s clientele is
consideration of the methods used to
disseminate information. Administrative
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principles and procedures are compared
with those in universities and public li-
braries. Included also are such topics as
acquisition policies, interlibrary co-
operation, relationships with profession-
al and business associations, and public
relations, as they relate to special li-
brary situations.

Problems and reports are individual-
ized so that a student concentrates on
his own field and the type of library
chosen as his objective, while he learns
the characteristics of other fields and
types of libraries. Visits to special li-
braries in the vicinity give the student
opportunity to gain first-hand knowl-
edge. The seminar method of instruc-
tion and frequent individual confer-
ences develop the student’s initiative,
analytical ability, and capacity to ex-
press himself accurately and dynamic-
ally.

The second course emphasizes sources
of information in subject fields and also
the variety of sources used in special
libraries. Students not only learn the
technique of surveying the literature of
a subject field but they also make a
“literature survey,” in relation to the
requirements of a particular type of li-
brary. Since many special libraries are
the information centers for the entire
organization, students learn the use of
source materials which answer the spe-
cific needs of a particular type of or-
ganization.

Bibliographical method is introduced
by a study of bibliographical sources in
the student’s field. The student studies
the bibliographical approach to his field
before embarking upon the preparation
of a comprehensive, annotated bibli-
ography. He may choose his own sub-
ject or prepare a bibliography suggested
by a special librarian. A two-week pe-
riod each spring is devoted to special-
ized reference experience in the field
through the cooperation of special libra-
rians in the Boston area.

The third course gives opportunity
for students to study technical pro-

(Continued on page 183)
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