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Training For

Special Librarianship

EDWARD N. WATERS, Assistant Chief
Music Division, Reference Department
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.

Chairman, CNLA Joint Committee on Library Education

MUST DESCRIBE a surprise I had

recently when I was looking over
the organizational scheme of Special
Libraries Association. To my consterna-
tion I found no committee on education
or training but I did learn of a Com-
mittee to Formulate Definitions on the
Fundamental Characteristics of Special
Librarianship. I think it commendable
to have no training scheme until one
knows what he is but I am astonished
that an association almost 50 years old,
which I myself called “eminently pro-
fessional” back in 1943, is still seeking
an adequate identity.

Defining
Special Llibrarianship

This leads inevitably to the related

query, “What is a special librarian?”
To that I have no better answer than
the one offered by the first Subcom-
mittee on Special Library Education,
which consisted of Mary Louise Mar-
shall, Irene M. Strieby and myself.
Formulated in Chicago on January 25,
1950, it reads:
A special librarian . . . is a librarian
who, by virtue of special interests and
talents, chooses to operate in a special
discipline, and for that purpose requires
a broadened and intensified knowledge
of his selected field—to which he must
adapt the library techniques basic to all
library practice. 1 see no reason to
change that description now.

Paper presented June 8, 1956, at the SLA
post-convention Institute on Special Librarian-
ship and Documentation, Pittsburgh, Penna.
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By way of qualification and explanation
that Committee added these phrases
about the special librarian:

T he inclination toward his subject mas-
tery, possibly evinced before entering
library training and adopted as a career
prior to library training, must not be
discontinued as library techniques are
encountered; the latter are to be molded
to the needs of the former, and the two
must be studied and amalgamated with
one end in view: the production of an
individual who, as a librarian, can
render a service that the general libra-
rian is not competent to give.

Dr. Jesse H. Shera has written that
he “has seen too many examples of
special libraries ruined by the inept
practices of a subject specialist turned
amateur librarian, to be convinced that
subject knowledge is the sine qua non
of special librarianship.”? Our former
committee of three, the present Sub-
committee on Special Library Educa-
tion and the Joint Committee on Li-
brary Education would take no issue
with Mr. Shera. They have never ad-
vocated the infiltration of amateurism
into library practice nor have they said
that subject expertise alone qualified
one as a special librarian.

I believe they do say, however, that
subject specialization is of paramount
importance, indispensable indeed, and
that extra competence in particular
areas of knowledge is the first criterion
by which special librarians should be
judged. In this respect the most vexing
problem of the day seems to be how
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one gains this extra competence and,
from the point of view of the library
profession, where the responsibility re-
sides for its acquisition and nurture.

Need For Subject Competence

Dr. Shera has outlined combinations
of knowledge, techniques and instruc-
tion, and concluded that the kind of
program he is championing cannot be
attained through one person or a single
group. “There must be a leadership,”
he said, “that will assume the initiative.
The responsibility for such leadership
rests squarely with the library schools.”?
I am not so sure that he locates this
responsibility correctly, for the library
schools will teach what they believe
librarianship wants. But there is a very
clear implication here—the responsibil-
ity rests somewhere within the library
profession, and this involves all libra-
rians, regardless of what we call our-
selves or to what bodies we adhere.

The same essay (the data appears also
in the SLA recruitment brochure) re-
lated that from November 1954 through
September 1955 the Library School of
Western Reserve University received
37 requests from firms in business and
industry for “trained librarians with
undergraduate or graduate training in
the physical sciences . . . This figure
... does not include openings in science
and technology divisions of public libra-
ries or positions in departmental libra-
ries in colleges and universities . . . Out
of a graduating class of some 60 stu-
dents, the Library School at Western
Reserve had only three with academic
backgrounds appropriate to the require-
ments of these positions.”® It was not
the library training that was lacking,
it was the academic knowledge, the
studies that would evidently have given
that extra experience or subject com-
petence which is the backbone of suc-
cessful special librarianship.

I believe that a number of persons
are practicing special librarianship with-
out being aware of it. I believe that
some of our foremost librarians and
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library educators are calling for special
librarianship without being aware of it.
I venture the opinion that special libra-
rianship, in its essence, is becoming the
very heart and soul of the profession
whether it is pursued in institutions
recognized as special libraries or in
officially far removed establishments.

Dr. Lowell A. Martin reports a serv-
ice trend that he calls interpretation.
Its newness, he says, lies in the depth
it goes beyond the conventional and
time-honored reference service. He men-
tions instances he witnessed, abstracts
he saw written, summaries he saw com-
piled. “Finally I came on a cataloger,
engaged in subject heading work on re-
ports, and I thought I had an example
of good old conservation and identifica-
tion, until the degree and depth of sub-
ject analysis, according to a unique
structure of terms, convinced me that
the result here also was interpretation
of resources.”® Mr. Martin, I may add,
seemed in favor of what he observed.

I refer to this phenomenon, so com-
mon to most of you, because the kind
of interpretation that so impressed Mr.
Martin can only be practiced if based
upon intimate familiarity with the sub-
ject at hand. It means more than super-
ficial acquaintance with conventional
or elementary terminology and con-
cepts. It means that the interpreter
must be a subject expert, a master of
the knowledge of his subject field if
not of its techniques.

Here, let me parenthetically point
out, may lie the great difference be-
tween the expert special librarian and
the expert practitioner of the subject
itself. The former may distinguish him-
self by “knowing,” the latter by “doing.”
The finer shades of meaning separating
these two verbs—how much doing is
involved in knowing and how much
knowing is involved in doing—must be
left to better minds for elucidation.

Today Louis Round Wilson might
possibly modify his terms, but at the
symposium held in Philadelphia in 1951
celebrating the two hundredth anni-
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versary of the University of Pennsyl-
vania Library he declared: “ .. the re-
search librarian need not be a scholar
or an administrator, but rather a schol-
ar ‘and an administrator, as well as a
technician, a promoter, and an edu-
cator.” Let us equate momentarily re-
search librarian with special librarian.
If, as a research librarian, one has be-
come a scholar, it is safe to assume that
he has specialized in something; the
frightening expanse of modern scholar-
ship demands no less, at the same time
forbidding specialization in more than
one field (except for geniuses). And
Wilson recommends that he be a scholar.

Deficiencies In
Library Education

At the same symposium Charles Har-
vey Brown forthrightly declared: “Per-
sonally, I believe that my two years
of graduate study in the physical sci-
ences were of far more value in my
professional career as a librarian than
were my two years at a library school,
although the latter were certainly not
valueless. I have suggested to some
students in library schools, who intend-
ed to apply for admission to the can-
didacy for the doctorate, that a major
in a subject field with a minor in library
science might be preferable to a major
in the library school and a minor in
some other department.””® It is impor-
tant to remember that these were the
words of a venerable professional “gen-
eral librarian” who had little interest in
impugning the library profession’s edu-
cational shortcomings.

A balanced view of the situation is
offered in the second edition of The
University Library by Louis Round
Wilson and Maurice F. Tauber. In a
‘section devoted to special and depart-
mental librarians, the authors raise two
questions: “Is subject knowledge more
important than a firm grasp of techni-
cal librarianship? Is the first year pro-
fessional curriculum sufficient to make
it possible that a graduate can carry
out the objectives and guide the tech-
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nical operations of a special or a de-
partmental library?” Like everyone else
the authors have no specific answers,
but they present several statements in-
dicative of present and future trends:

Unquestionably, subject specialization is
wholly desirable, if not essential. It is ex-
pected that the effective librarian, working in
a particular subject area, will continue to build
up a strong background in the field. One can-
not say that subject training is more or less
important than library training; both are neces-
sary for the proper operation of a library . . .

The implication, of course, is that library
schools will need to provide programs which
will assist in the training of subject specialists
to take over special and departmental librari-
anships. Although library schools have made
efforts in this direction in the past, the emer-
gence of new and more complex problems in
industrial, technological and scientific research,
in universities as well as in private institutions
and governmental agencies, requires a recon-
sideration of library school curriculums so that
able personnel will be attracted to the profes-
sional positions of special librarians.

It appears that the time is past when indi-
viduals with only subject training can operate
with efficiency a library serving a special
clientele, While a subject specialist will have
certain advantages, he will learn his library
operations the hard way. Within reason, library
school programs should assist by matching
their offerings with the needs of the field.
The library schools will need to arrange for
closer relations with the other professional
schools and subject departments on the cam-
pus. Professors in the sciences and other sub-
ject fields could help in recruiting potential
librarians in special fields by recommending
to students the possibility of librarianship as
a profession. The relationship between the
library schools and other units of the uni-
versity could also be strengthened in terms
of teaching personnel, since one of the real
difficulties in training young librarians in
special fields is providing teaching staff with
strong backgrounds in science and technology.”

Some of the possibilities implied here
may give Dr. Shera hope that the li-
brary schools may indeed supply the
leadership he has called for. Columbia
University and Western Reserve Uni-
versity are surely not hesitant in trying
to improve conditions and increase the
knowledge as well as the technical ca-
pacity of their students. But the work
still to be done is enormous, for the
progress made so far has been sporadic
and isolated.
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