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THE WAY I SEE IT

Multilingualism 
at the reference desk

Keeping students connected
by Sandra Marcus

I n  o rd e r  to  foste r re fe ren ce  d e sk  c o o p e ra ­
tion  and  efficiency, a clearly articulated refer­
e n ce  po licy  is vital. This is e sp ecia lly  tru e  in  a

p u b l ic  c o m m u n ity  c o lle g e  s u c h  a s  th e  
Q ueensborough Community College CUNY, with 
nine adjunct librarians supplem enting  a  full-time 
faculty o f seven, serving a  studen t b od y  o f over 
10,000 (including part-time students). However, 
the specifics o f  such a policy are no t always easy 
to determine.

This became apparent recently w hen  a  disagree­
m en t to o k  p lace  b e tw ee n  tw o  librarians a t th e  
reference desk. The source o f the dispute w as the 
appropriateness o f a  conversation in Spanish be ­
tw een  a  librarian and  a  student. Since w e  are not 
an  official “bilingual school,” one  o f the librarians 
strongly e x p ressed  h e r belief that w h en  faculty 
m em bers sp eak  native languages to foreign stu­
dents, “We are no t do ing  them  any favors!”

Both the  nature  an d  th e  intensity o f  this atti­
tude surprised m e. My philosophy is that the pri­
m ary  ro le  o f  th e  re fe ren ce  lib rarian  in a n  aca­
dem ic library is that o f u ser education  an d  assis­
tance. I have sought help  from  a bilingual faculty 
o r staff m em ber o n  m ore than one  occasion with 
a  stym ied a ttem pt at com m unication  w ith a stu­
dent.

T h e  v iew p o in t o f  th e  ch ie f lib rarian  is that 
speaking a language other than English to a  patron

is acceptable, as long as English is tried first. H ow ­
ever, m any  educators seem  to  align them selves 

 w ith  th e  “English o n ly ” position , a n d  a re  o ften  
vehem ent in the expression o f their opinions. As 
reference and  information literacy coordinator in 
a multicultural environm ent, I was faced with the 
n e e d  for a  definitive a n d  explicit policy o n  this 
issue. T he q uestion  requ ired  som e thought and  
study.

W ith students from over 120 countries, speak­
ing m ore than 100 languages, our college provides 
several levels o f  ESL (English as a  Second  Lan­
guage) instruction, as well as a  comprehensive lan­
guage immersion program. O ur library faculty and 
staff include speakers o f Spanish, Russian, M an­
darin, K orean, Greek, French, an d  Singhalese.

An inform al su rvey  o f  a ran d o m  sam p le  o f 
100 studen ts resu lted  in 81 p e rcen t su p p o rtin g  
native language communication. Interestingly, the 
m ajority o f  th e  19 p e rce n t o p p o se d  w ere  n o n ­
native English speakers. Nevertheless, after care­
fully w eighing bo th  sides o f  the  question, I have 
reach ed  th e  conclusion  that in sp eak in g  native 
languages along with English to non-native speak­
ers, w e  are  doing them  a favor.

The m ost cogent argument against my conclu­
sion is that gratuitous opportunities to use  native 
languages w o u ld  abort chances to  p ractice En­
glish. This w ould  be  ultimately harmful, by  delay­

About the author
Sandra Marcus is assistant professor and  coord ina tor o f  reference services and  in fo rm a tion  literacy a t Queensborough  
Community College CUNY, e-mail: smarcus@qcc.cuny.edu

mailto:smarcus@qcc.cuny.edu


C&RL News ■ May 2003 / 323

ing both a student’s learning of English language 
skills and his o r  her psychological adjustment to 
American society. However, I contend that a few 
m oments o f native language conversation will do 
little to  detract from  the hours o f English prac­
tice required for classroom  lectures and discus­
sions, text and  research readings, and writing as­
signments. Yet such conversation could add a  great 
deal to the student’s school experience in the es­
tablishm ent o f faculty relationship.

As com putes have become ubiquitous in homes 
and campus departments, and more and more digi­
tized material has becom e available, the role of 
the library itself has b een  called into question. In 
my view, the library of a commuter college is, and 
always has been, a source o f hum an contact, pro­
viding a sense o f connection to  the school. Per­
haps this aspect o f our responsibilities will b e ­
com e even  m ore significant as w e con tinue to 
progress into the com puter age. The academic li­
brary can provide sym pathetic authority figures 
available for help, as well as a comfortable envi­
ronm ent w here educational values are reinforced 
and the prom ise o f success is invoked.

Many of our students are nontraditional, older, 
and struggling with job and family responsibilities 
while trying to attend classes and study. Feelings 
o f isolation and alienation can interfere with col­
lege success; one  of the factors in the  establish­

m en t o f learning com m unities, so prevalent o n  
cam puses today, is this very  issue.

In the  inform al survey described earlier, 25 
percent of the students questioned could not name 
all o f their teachers. W hen trust and hum an con­
nections are established, feelings o f anxiety can 
be diminished, motivation can be increased, and 
m any educational obstructions can be overcome. 
I contend that a few  m inutes o f casual conversa­
tion in a native language can do more to help some 
foreign students— enhancing their self-esteem and 
sense of belonging and strengthening their possi­
bilities o f success—than hours o f subject instruc­
tion in English.

Moreover, other aspects of library policy have 
addressed the needs of foreign students. We have 
provided special com puters w ith Chinese, Japa­
nese, Russian, and Korean language characters so 
that studen ts w h o  w ish  to e-m ail letters hom e 
may do so in their native languages. W hy not pro­
vide the same kind of accommodation in our con­
versations w ith them , if w e  can?

Unfortunately, w e are not all multilingual, and 
w e cannot communicate in all the languages spo­
ken by our students. Inferring a specialized injus­
tice from this is illogical. We also cannot buy every 
book that every  student needs. This does not m ean

(co n tin u ed  on  p a g e  3 3 6 )
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7. Does the budget support an appropriate level 
of staffing and compensation?

8. How is the adequacy and availability of 
funding for other libraiy resources (e.g., Archives 
and Special Collections) determined?

9. Does the library budget reflect the library’s 
responsibility for acquiring, processing, servicing, 
and providing access to media and computer re­
sources?

10. To what extent does the library director/ 
dean have authority to apportion funds and ini­
tiate expenditures within the library budget and 
in accordance with institutional policy?

11. How does the library monitor its encum­
brances and the payment of its invoices? How 
does die library determine its choices and sched­
ule its expenditures?

12. Does the budget include adequate support 
for extended campus programs?

( “M ultilingualism . . "continuedfrom page323) 
we are being unfair in providing for some students 
and not for others. All we can do is attempt the 
best assistance we can for as many students as we 
are able to reach. This is true for every aspect of 
library service.

Furthermore, I believe that native language 
conversation is of value to the college and the 
librarian, as well as to the student. The connected 
student does not drop out. This improves the re­
tention rate for the college, but, more important, 
it enhances the librarian’s sense of accomplish-
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ment. The moments that provide the greatest re­
wards in my job do not come from looking at my 
paycheck, completing a needed project, examin­
ing new books, or even succeeding with a difficult 
search (although this comes close). The moments 
that provide the greatest rewards appear when a 
student comes into the library, eyes shining with 
joy, saying, “I got an A on my paper! Thank you for 
your help!’’

Such moments enrich the lives of both stu­
dent and teacher, no matter in what language the 
words are expressed. ■
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