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C o l l e g e  & R e s e a r c h  L i b r a r i e s newsCrisis in foreign language expertise in research libraries
How do we fill this gap?

by Charlene Kellsey

C rises in academ ic research libraries seem  
to be  endem ic these  days. Skyrocketing 
serial prices causing large-scale subscriptio

cancellations, economic recession causing Rind­
ing cu tbacks, th e  g ray ing  o f th e  lib rarian  
workforce, all are serious and m uch-discussed 
problem s com m on to m ost academ ic libraries. 
There are also other, less w ell-know n, trends 
developing, that m ay becom e crises if they are 
not recognized and addressed soon.

O ne of these  is the  difficulty in finding li­
brarians to hire w ho have foreign language ex­
pertise  ad eq u a te  to serve the  need s o f large 
academ ic libraries. Statistics o n  foreign  lan ­
guage enrollm ents and college en trance and 
graduation requirem ents in large part provide 
an explanation  for the current situation.

The need for foreign language expertise may 
seem  evident to those involved in the day-to- 
day operations o f a large research library, but 
it m ight not occur to those outside the profes­
sion, including language teachers and guidance 
counselors. Bibliographers responsible for col­
lection developm ent m ust seek out, evaluate, 
and order materials in a num ber o f languages, 
no t o n ly  for fo reign  literatu res, b u t a lso  for 
philosophy, history, classics, etc. Reference li­
b rarians m ust teach  studen ts h o w  to  use  re­
sources in these areas and assist them  in under­
standing w hat they find.

For exam ple, som e of the m ajor reference 
sources and  collections o f source docum ents 

n  in fields like classics and m edieval history are 
in G erm an because o f the large editorial and 
research projects conducted by Germ an schol­
ars in the 19th century. Catalogers are also in 
need of language knowledge, preferably in more 
than  o ne  language, because although catalog 
records are available from  the Library o f Con­
gress for approx im ate ly  75 to  80 p e rcen t o f 
books in English acquired by academ ic librar­
ies, they are available for only about 25 percent of 
books in the major European languages.1

W hy are librarians w ith foreign  language 
expertise  becom ing  h ard  to  find? Part o f the 
answer lies in the entrance and degree require­
m ents for languages o f U.S. colleges and  un i­
versities. The M odern Language Association, 
supp o rted  by the  U.S. D epartm ent o f Educa­
tion, has conducted  periodic surveys o f these 
requirem ents since 1953. The latest available 
was conducted in 1994-95 and found that only 
20.7 percen t o f four-year degree-granting in­
stitutions had a foreign language entrance re­
quirem ent and  67.5 percent had  a graduation 
requirement. While these num bers show  some 
im provem ent from  the low s of 14.1 p e rcen t 
and 47.4 percent respectively in 1982-83, they 
are still w ell be low  the highs o f 33.6 percen t 
entrance and 88.9 percent graduation require­
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m ents in 1965-66? A lthough  en tran ce  a n d  d e ­
g re e  re q u ire m e n ts  v a ry  fro m  o n e  c o lle g e  to  
another, a com m on entrance requirem ent is tw o 
years o f  h ig h  schoo l s tu d y  o f  a language, a n d  
d e g re e  re q u ire m e n ts  a re  o f ten  tw o  y e a rs  o f 
c o lleg e  lev e l s tudy , w h ic h  s tu d e n ts  m ay  tes t 
o u t  o f  if  th e y  h a v e  h a d  m o re  h ig h  sc h o o l 
p re p a ra tio n . W hile  b e tte r  th a n  n o  la n g u a g e  
study  at all, these  m odest levels are usually  no t 
e n o u g h  to  d ev elo p  a  read ing  fluency.

Library sch o o ls in  g en era l d o  n o t req u ire  a 
fo re ig n  la n g u a g e  as p a r t  o f  th e  e d u c a tio n a l 
b a ck g ro u n d  o f  in com ing  stu d en ts , a n d  m any  
o f the  librarians w h o  received their undergradu­
a te  e d u c a tio n s  in  th e  1960s, w h e n  lan g u a g e  
re q u ire m e n ts  a n d  e n ro llm e n ts  w e re  m o re  
p re v a len t, a re  n o w  n e a r in g  re tirem e n t a g e .3 
Additionally, m any library school students w h o  
have had  som e language education do  not think 
o f it as a  v aluab le  job  skill if th ey  can n o t sp eak  
th e  language  fluently.4 S p o k en  fluency, h o w ­
ever, is n o t w h a t is req u ired  in m ost academ ic 
lib ra ry  p o s itio n s ; ra th e r, fu n c tio n a l re a d in g  
k n o w ledge  is w h a t is n eeded .

Academ ic libraries should  also b e  concerned 
a b o u t th e  c h o ic e  o f  lan g u a g e  s tu d ie d  th a t is 
re flec ted  in  th e  en ro llm en t statistics. Span ish  
has b een  the m ost studied  language since 1970, 
w h en  it su rpassed  French, an d  has sh o w n  large 
in creases s in ce  th en . T his is p ro b a b ly  d u e  in  
large p a rt to  th e  increasing  S pan ish -sp eak in g  
p o p u la tio n  in th e  U nited  States; s tuden ts see  a 
practical re a so n  fo r s tudy ing  Spanish. In  c o n ­
trast, en ro llm en ts in  F rench  hav e  d ro p p e d  b e ­
lo w  th e ir  lev e l in  I9 6 0 , a n d  G e rm an  e n ro ll­
m ents have d ro p p ed  even  m ore drastically.5 Yet 
F rench  a n d  G erm an  w o rk s  still r e p re se n t an  
im p o rtan t sh a re  o f  th e  re se a rc h  p ro d u c e d  in  
th e  hu m an itie s  fields. W ith o u t lib rarians w h o  
have kn o w led g e  o f  these  languages, it will b e ­
com e increasingly difficult to  acquire an d  cata­
log  th o se  w o rk s , to  th e  d e tr im e n t o f  facu lty  
w ork ing  in th e  hum anities.

W h a t can b e  done?
O n e  o f  th e  re c o m m e n d a tio n s  to  in d iv id u a l 
academ ic libraries by  ACRL’s n ew  Ad H oc Task 
Force o n  R ecruitm ent a n d  R eten tion  Issues is: 
“Partner w ith academ ic departm ents to  encour­
age  u n d e rg ra d u a te  a n d  g ra d u a te  s tu d e n ts  in 
ta rg e ted  m ajors to  c o n s id e r lib ra rian sh ip  as a 
p o ten tia l ca ree r” th ro u g h  w ork -study , in te rn ­
ships, o r  p ractica .6 E ven lib raries th a t c an n o t 
accom m odate  m any  s tuden ts in these  types o f

program s cou ld  establish  contacts w ith  th e  for­
e ig n  la n g u a g e  d e p a r tm e n ts  o n  c a m p u s  a n d  
p r e s e n t  i n f o r m a t io n  a b o u t  a c a d e m ic  
lib rariansh ip  th ro u g h  ca ree r talks, p o stin g  lit­
e ra tu re  o n  d e p a r tm e n t b u lle tin  b o a rd s , a n d  
d e s ig n a tin g  a  lib ra rian  c o n ta c t fo r in te re s ted  
s tu d e n ts . F o re ig n  la n g u a g e  facu lty  a re  c o n ­
c e rn e d  a b o u t c a re e r  o p tio n s  fo r th e ir  g ra d u ­
ates, especially  w ith  th e  difficult jo b  m arket in 
co lleg e-lev e l te a ch in g .7 Yet a p o p u la r  c a re e r 
gu ide  for foreign  language m ajors on ly  lists “li­
b ra rian ” in  a  ch ap ter o n  teach ing-re la ted  occu­
p a tio n s , w ith  n o  d e ta ils .8 If fo re ig n  lan g u ag e  
m ajors are  go in g  to  lea rn  a b o u t o p p o rtu n ities  
in  academ ic  lib rariansh ip , it w ill b e  u p  to  aca ­
d em ic  lib rarians to  in form  them .

T he lack o f qualified candidates w ith foreign 
language expertise is a  m atter o f concern  e sp e­
cially for ACRL’s W estern E u ro p ean  Specialists 
Section (WESS). At th e  2001 ALA A nnual C on­
ference in San Francisco, the WESS Research and 
Planning Com mittee a n d  the  Cataloging Discus­
sion  G roup  cosponsored  a p rogram  o n  the  par­
ticular difficulties o f  finding catalogers w ith  Eu­
ropean  language skills and  som e practical sugges­
tions for alleviating the  situation.9

As a  fo llow -up  to  that program , at th e  2002 
ALA A nnual C o n fe ren ce  in A tlanta, th e  WESS 
R esearch a n d  P lanning Com m ittee ap p o in ted  a 
n e w  S u b co m m ittee  o n  R ecru itm en t to  w o rk  
o n  so m e  c o n c re te  ac tio n s fo r co n tac tin g  a n d  
rec ru itin g  fo re ig n  lan g u a g e  a n d  a rea  s tu d ies  
m ajors a n d  g rad u a te  s tu d en ts  to  co n sid e r ca ­
reers in academ ic librarianship.

W o rk in g  w ith in  th e  la rg e r c o n te x t o f  th e  
ACRL go a ls a n d  th e  re co m m e n d a tio n s  o f  th e  
Ad H o c  T ask  F o rce  o n  R ecru itm en t a n d  Re­
tention Issues, the  subcom m ittee hopes to m ake 
a d ifference in this particu lar a rea  o f  academ ic 
lib rariansh ip , b u t ind iv idual acad em ic  lib rar­
ians can  also  m ak e  a  d ifference  by  g e tting  in ­
vo lved  an d  m aking contacts w ith  language d e ­
p a rtm en ts  in  th e ir  o w n  institu tions.
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Your colleagues at public and special libraries can 
help them learn about children’s services or law and 
medical librarianship. Elaine Yontz suggests hosting 
a pizza dinner occasionally for student workers with 
a program that promotes librarianship as a career 
opportunity.6 Consider creating a  brochure and de­
veloping a Web page on library careers for your 
library site that lias links to some of the resources 
listed in the sidebar. Use exhibit space to promote 
librarianship as one answer to the question: “What 
do  I do  with a major in Spanish?” (and any other 
major).

Many of the same strategies can be used to en­
courage paraprofessional staff members w ho are 
interested in librarianship. Opportunities for cross 
training in a variety o f departments help them to 
view different aspects of the w ork and to interact 
with a wide variety of library professionals. Help 
them to learn about different libraries by assigning 
them to participate in consortium and cooperative 
activities. Encourage membership in professional 
organizations and attendance at local conferences. 
Since many paraprofessionals are place bound, talk 
with them  about the advantages o f the excellent 
new  graduate library programs that are offered for 
distance learners. They can often take advantage of 
these programs while still employed. If they enroll 
in a distance program, are there ways to support 
their studies w ith release time or other benefits? 
Give them added professional responsibilities as they 
complete their graduate school program and help 
them in their search for a professional job.

Encouraging students and paraprofession­
als to a ttend graduate library school is often an 
informal process, bu t at som e institutions it is 
becom ing a programmatic initiative. At my ow n 
institution, the library faculty has recently ap ­
p o in te d  a n  a d -h o c  c o m m itte e  to  fo s te r  
m entoring. ACRL and o ther ALA divisions p ro­
vide he lp  to stay abreast o f  curren t inform a­
tion on  the ALA W eb site, including som e ex­
cellent recruiting brochures.

Academic librarianship is exciting and chal­
lenging w ork. Pass the word!
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