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Crisis in foreign language expertise
In research libraries

How do we fill this gap?

by Charlene Kellsey

rises in academic research libraries seem
to be endemic these days. Skyrocketing

Forexample, some of the major reference
sources and collections of source documents
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cancellations, economic recession causing Rind-
ing cutbacks, the graying of the librarian
workforce, all are serious and much-discussed
problems common to most academic libraries.
There are also other, less well-known, trends
developing, that may become crises if they are
notrecognized and addressed soon.

One of these is the difficulty in finding li-
brarians to hire who have foreign language ex-
pertise adequate to serve the needs of large
academic libraries. Statistics on foreign lan-
guage enrollments and college entrance and
graduation requirements in large part provide
an explanation for the current situation.

The need for foreign language expertise may
seem evidentto those involved in the day-to-
day operations of a large research library, but
itmight not occur to those outside the profes-
sion, including language teachers and guidance
counselors. Bibliographers responsible for col-
lection development must seek out, evaluate,
and order materials in a number of languages,
not only for foreign literatures, but also for
philosophy, history, classics, etc. Reference li-
brarians must teach students how to use re-
sources in these areas and assistthem in under-
standing what they find.

in German because of the large editorial and
research projects conducted by German schol-
ars in the 19th century. Catalogers are also in
need oflanguage knowledge, preferably in more
than one language, because although catalog
records are available from the Library of Con-
gress for approximately 75 to 80 percent of
books in English acquired by academic librar-
ies, they are available foronly about 25 percent of
books in the major European languages.1

Why are librarians with foreign language
expertise becoming hard to find? Part of the
answer lies in the entrance and degree require-
ments for languages of U.S. colleges and uni-
versities. The Modern Language Association,
supported by the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, has conducted periodic surveys of these
requirements since 1953. The latest available
was conducted in 1994-95 and found that only
20.7 percent of four-year degree-granting in-
stitutions had a foreign language entrance re-
quirement and 67.5 percent had a graduation
requirement. While these numbers show some
improvement from the lows of 14.1 percent
and 47.4 percent respectively in 1982-83, they
are still well below the highs of 33.6 percent
entrance and 88.9 percent graduation require-
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ments in 1965-66? Although entrance and de-
gree requirements vary from one college to
another, acommon entrance requirementistwo
years of high school study of a language, and
degree requirements are often two years of
college level study, which students may test
out of if they have had more high school
preparation. While better than no language
study at all, these modest levels are usually not
enough to develop areading fluency.

Library schools in general do not require a
foreign language as part of the educational
background of incoming students, and many
ofthe librarians who received theirundergradu-
ate educations in the 1960s, when language
requirements and enrollments were more
prevalent, are now nearing retirement age.3
Additionally, many library school students who
have had some language education do not think
ofitas avaluable job skill ifthey cannot speak
the language fluently.4 Spoken fluency, how-
ever, isnotwhat isrequired in most academic
library positions; rather, functional reading
knowledge iswhatisneeded.

Academic libraries should also be concerned
about the choice of language studied that is
reflected in the enrollment statistics. Spanish
has been the most studied language since 1970,
when itsurpassed French, and has shown large
increases since then. This is probably due in
large part to the increasing Spanish-speaking
population in the United States; students see a
practical reason for studying Spanish. In con-
trast, enrollments in French have dropped be-
low their level in 1960, and German enroll-
ments have dropped even more drastically.5Yet
French and German works still represent an
important share of the research produced in
the humanities fields. Without librarians who
have knowledge of these languages, itwill be-
come increasingly difficultto acquire and cata-
log those works, to the detriment of faculty
working in the humanities.

What can be done?

One of the recommendations to individual
academic libraries by ACRLs new Ad Hoc Task
Force on Recruitment and Retention Issues is:
“Partner with academic departments to encour-
age undergraduate and graduate students in
targeted majors to consider librarianship as a
potential career” through work-study, intern-
ships, or practica.6 Even libraries that cannot
accommodate many students in these types of
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programs could establish contacts with the for-
eign language departments on campus and
present information about academic
librarianship through career talks, posting lit-
erature on department bulletin boards, and
designating a librarian contact for interested
students. Foreign language faculty are con-
cerned about career options for their gradu-
ates, especially with the difficult job market in
college-level teaching.7Yet a popular career
guide for foreign language majors only lists “li-
brarian”in a chapter on teaching-related occu-
pations, with no details.8If foreign language
majors are going to learn about opportunities
in academic librarianship, itwill be up to aca-
demic librarians to inform them.

The lack of qualified candidates with foreign
language expertise isa matter of concern espe-
cially for ACRL’ Western European Specialists
Section (WESS). Atthe 2001 ALA Annual Con-
ference in San Francisco, the WESS Research and
Planning Committee and the Cataloging Discus-
sion Group cosponsored a program on the par-
ticular difficulties of finding catalogers with Eu-
ropean language skills and some practical sugges-
tions for alleviating the situation.9

As a follow-up to that program, atthe 2002
ALA Annual Conference in Atlanta, the WESS
Research and Planning Committee appointed a
new Subcommittee on Recruitmentto work
on some concrete actions for contacting and
recruiting foreign language and area studies
majors and graduate students to consider ca-
reers in academic librarianship.

Working within the larger context of the
ACRL goals and the recommendations of the
Ad Hoc Task Force on Recruitment and Re-
tention Issues, the subcommittee hopes to make
a difference in this particular area of academic
librarianship, but individual academic librar-
ians can also make a difference by getting in-
volved and making contacts with language de-
partments in their own institutions.

Notes

1. Charlene Kellsey, “Cooperative catalog-
ing, vendor records and European language
monographs,”LibraryResources & TechnicalSer-
vices 46, 3 (2002): 21-26, Table 2.

2. Richard Brod and BettinaJ. Huber, “The
MLA survey of foreign language entrance and
degree requirements, 1994-95,” ADFL Bulle-
tin 28, 1 (1996), p. 34 Table 1.
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Librarian

Optical engineer

Okay, chances are you won't actually find a librarian firing a high-energy laser. But
librarians do play a vital role on any engineering team, enabling scientific breakthroughs
and real-time solutions, Whether you're choosing information for specific research
communities or decision-support for professionals, Elsevier offers access to a world of
information that knows no boundaries. Select from a wide range of scientific, technical
and health information available in multiple media. including innovative electronic
products like ScienceDirect” and MD Consult. After all, getting

the right information into the right hands is critical to the success

of any experiment.
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Your colleagues at public and special libraries can
help them learn aboutchildren’ servicesor law and
medical librarianship. Elaine Yontz suggests hosting
a pizzadinneroccasionally for studentworkers with
a program that promotes librarianship as a career
opportunity.6 Consider creating a brochure and de-
veloping a Web page on library careers foryour
library site that lias links to some of the resources
listed in the sidebar. Use exhibitspace 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 who are
interested in librarianship. Opportunities for cross
training in a variety of departments help them to
view differentaspects of the work 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 ofthe excellent
new graduate library programs that are offered for
distance learners. They can often take advantage of
these programs while stillemployed. Ifthey enroll
in a distance program, are there ways to support
their studies with release time or other benefits?
Givethem 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 attend graduate library school is often an
informal process, but at some institutions it is
becoming a programmatic initiative. At my own
institution, the library faculty has recently ap-
pointed an ad-hoc committee to foster
mentoring. ACRL and other ALAdivisions pro-
vide help to stay abreast of current informa-
tion on the ALAWeb site, including some ex-
cellent recruiting brochures.

Academic librarianship is exciting and chal-
lenging work. Pass the word!

Notes

1. MaryJo Lynch, “Reaching 65: Lots of Li-
brarians Will Be There Soon,” American Libraries
(March 2002): 55-56.

2.John W. Berry, “Addressing the Recruitment
and Diversity Crisis,”American Libraries (February
2002): 7.

3. Larry Hardesty, “Future of Academic/Re-
search Librarians: A Period of Transitions—To

What?’portal: Librariesand theAcademy2, no. 1
(2002): 79-97.

4. Paula T. Kaufman, “Where Do the Next
We’Come From? Recruiting, Retaining, and De-
veloping our Successors,” ARL: A Bimonthly Re-
portonResearchLibrary IssuesandActions fom ARL,
CNL, and SPARC221 (April 2002): 1-5.

5. “Recruitment, Retention and Restructur-
ing: Human Resources in Academic Libraries,” a
white paper by the Ad Hoc Task Force on Re-
cruitment and Retention Issues, a subcommittee
ofthe ACRL Personnel Administrators and Staff
Development Officers Discussion Group. Final
draft May 20, 2002, available at http://
www.acrl.org/, clickon “Issues & Advocacy,” then
“Recruiting to the Profession.”

6. Elaine Yontz, “On My Mind: How You Can
Help Save Library Education,” American Libraries
(January 2003): 42. m

(“Crisisinforeign... “continuedfrompage392)

3. Mary Jo Lynch, “Reaching 65: Lots of
librarians will be there soon,” American Librar-
ies (March 2002): 55-56.

4. Communication by Heidi Lee Hoerman
at the WESS Research and Planning Commit-
tee and Cataloging Discussion Group joint pro-
gram at the ALA Annual Conference, June 16,
2001.

5. Richard Brod and Elizabeth B. Welles,
“Foreign language enrollments in United States
institutions of higher education, Fall 1998,”
ADFL Bulletin 31, 2 (2000), p. 26, Table 4.

6. See the section “Strategies for Major
Stakeholders” p. 5 of 12 in ACRL Ad Hoc
Task Force on Recruitment and Retention Is-
sues. “Recruitment, retention and restructur-
ing: Human resources in academic libraries: a
white paper (final draft), http://www .acrl.org/,
go to “Issues & Advocacy,” then “Recruiting to
the Profession.”

7. Randal. Duvick, “Sustaining foreign lan-
guage enrollments through collaboration and
interdisciplinary major,” ADFL Bulletin 33, 2
(2002), p. 78.

8.Julie De Galan and Stephen Lambert,
Great jobs for foreign language majors
(Lincolnwood, IL.: VGM Career Horizons,
1994), 128.

9. For a summary of the program, see
Charlene Kellsey, “ACRL WESS discusses cata-
loging issues,” ALCTS Newsletter Online 12, 3
(2001): http://www .ala.org/alcts/alcts_
news/news_wess.html. m

C&RL News m June 2003/ 397


http://www.acrl.org/
http://www.acrl.org/
http://www.ala.org/alcts/alcts_



