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W here are all the science librarians?
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What you can do to combat the science librarian shortage.

I
t is generally acknowledged that there is a 

shortage of librarians with backgrounds or 
training in the science and technology fie

Anne Beaubien, the President of the Association of 
College and Research Libraries (ACRL) chose 
“recruitment” as a theme for 1991-92, with an 
emphasis on hard-to-find specialties such as sci­
ence. How can those of us already in the profession 
do our part to help increase the numbers of current 
and future librarians who will practice in science, 
medicine, or technology? Recruitment efforts should 
be intensified, and can take place at the levels of 
undergraduate student, library school student, li­
brary professional, and professionals outside li­
brarianship.

R ecr u itin g  at th e  u n d erg ra d u a te  le v e l

A largely untapped reservoir of library science 
recruits can be found among the undergraduate 
population. According to a 1988 survey, only 29% 
of some 1,547 library school students had chosen a 
career in the library field prior to getting their 
bachelor degrees.3 Academic librarians are in a 
unique position to reach many students who have 
not yet declared their majors or have no idea about 
what they would like to do after they graduate. At 
the reference desk, during library tours, and during 
formal and informal bibliographic instruction, there 
are opportunities to talk about what we do and what 
steps are required to become a librarian. Sci-tech

ld

librarians who teach subject-specific library re­
source seminars and classes should mention either 

st.o1,2  the students or to the instructor that they would 
be happy to discuss opportunities in science librari- 
anship with any student who might be interested.

T h e  p er so n a l ap p roach

Because most colleges and universities across the 
country do not have library schools, independent 
study courses done cooperatively between the de­
partment and an academic librarian provide a rare 
opportunity for undergraduates who have an inter­
est in libraries to get some exposure to the field 
under the tutelage of a professional librarian. To 
this end, science librarians should take a particular 
interest in student workers who are science majors. 
They may be student assistants in the academic 
library, summer interns in a corporate library, or 
pages and library aides in the public library. Speak 
to them one-on-one about librarianship. Since they 
are already working in a library, they will be recep­
tive to what you have to say. Along this same vein, 
special librarians at science and technology firms in 
cities without library schools can advertise for stu­
dent help or summer co-ops and internships through 
science departments at nearby campuses.

A 1979 survey at the George Peabody College for 
Teachers School of Library Science found that 87% 
of the respondents had previous library experience, 
such as working as a student assistant, and 34% said
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theywereinfluencedin their careerchoice by librarians.'1 
Clearly, this personal approach is an effective means to 
reach the undergraduate student.

In  th e  lib ra ry  sc h o o ls

If someone who is studying for an MLS has not 
yet given much thought to specializing in a particu­
lar type of service or type of library, a class in an area 
the student finds interesting might tip the scales for 
that person. Accordingly, if  one’s library school has 
a good course in the literature of science and 
technology, one might become interested enough 
in the area to want to learn more about it and 
perhaps become a science librarian. This assumes 
that two conditions are present, however: that the 
library school has a sci-tech course, and that the 
professor of the course has personal experience 
with the literature and is able to present it clearly 
and in a way that is interesting. This is certainly not 
always the case. One of the authors had a sci-tech 
professor with a background in religion. He as­
signed only one project for the entire semester: 
each student was to choose a subdiscipline in sci­
ence or technology, such as botany or pharmacy, 
and deliver a presentation on the tools one could use 
to find information in that area. The students ended 
up attempting to teach themselves how to use 
specialized bodies of literature with no guidance 
whatsoever from the professor. They learned little, 
and much worse, became frustrated by the science 
and technology literature.

C o u r s e s  in  s c ie n c e /te c h n o lo g y  l ite r a tu r e

Unfortunately, statistics on how many accred­
ited library schools in the country offer a course on 
the literature of science and technology that is 
separate from the regular reference course are not 
available.5 Some schools do not offer such a course 
at all. O ther programs have a sci-tech course in the 
cu rricu lu m , b u t have only u n q u a lified  or 
underqualified people to teach it. This should not 
be surprising; if only 5%6 of all MLS degrees are 
taken by people with a science background, it is 
logical to assume that an even smaller num ber of 
library school professors have such a background.

At the other end of the spectrum, however, are a 
handful of programs that offer specialization or 
joint degrees in library science and a scientific field. 
Southern Connecticut State University’s School of 
Library Science and Instructional Technology of­
fers a dual master’s program—the graduate emerges 
with an MLS as well as an M.S. in chemistry. The 
program at Indiana University in Bloomington, 
Indiana, provides an MLS with a specialization in 
chemistry, requiring a bachelor’s degree in chem­
istry or its equivalent for admittance. Graduates of 
Indiana’s program currently hold positions at Dow

Chemical Company, Union Carbide, Bell Labora­
tories, the National Institutes of Health, the Uni­
versity of Indiana library system, and Chemical 
Abstracts Service, to name just a few. Catholic 
University of America in Washington, D.C., offers 
a choice: a joint M . S./MLS degree in library science 
and biology, or a specialization in biomedical infor­
mation services. Awareness of such programs by 
members of the profession and sci-tech librarians in 
particular is essential. Support such programs by 
informing science undergrads and others about them, 
and by requesting brochures to post on science depart­
ment bulletin boards around campus.

Im p r o v in g  lib ra ry  sc h o o l s c ie n c e  
e d u c a t io n

While these types o f programs are invaluable for 
providing specialized scientific backgrounds for 
future librarians, they are few and far between. If 
the administrators of a given library school program 
plan to offer a sci-tech course, they should attempt 
to hire someone who is familiar with the literature. 
Hiring a librarian from a science, medical, or tech­
nology library, either academic or corporate, as a

Much o f the science phobia 
prevalent among librarians 
without any science background 
is simply the lack o f experience 
with the material.

visiting or adjunct professor would seem to be a 
sensible and reasonably uncomplicated way to pro­
vide a much needed course for library science 
students.

In addition, if library science programs were to 
offer a sci-tech course at least once a year, greater 
numbers of students would have the opportunity to 
be exposed to such literature, and therefore the 
degree of “science phobia” among these potential 
future sci-tech librarians would be lessened. Much 
of the science phobia prevalent among librarians 
without any science background is simply the lack 
of experience with the material, and a solid, inter­
esting course would do wonders toward dispelling 
such impressions.

Like those recruiting science librarians at the 
undergraduate level, library science professors 
should make a point of explaining the more practi­
cal considerations of science librarianship: that 
science librarians are very marketable and in much 
demand; that there are terrific internships available 
such as the one at the National Library of Medicine;
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and that corporate libraries in engineering firms
and biotechnology firms, to name only two, offer
attractive salaries to those with such background or
training. In addition, government megaprojects
like the Human Genome Project and national labo­
ratories such as Los Alamos are desperate for infor­
mation specialists, and have even allotted portions
of their multi-billion-dollar budgets for the hiring of
such persons.

R e c r u it in g  w ith in  th e  p r o fe ss io n

This level would perhaps be the hardest at which
to recruit science librarians. Usually by the time one
has obtained a professional position, s/he has cho­
sen, at least initially, an area of librarianship such as
academic librarianship, or a specialty such as social
science, in which to work or concentrate. In addi­
tion, people without a science background can be
intimidated by the thought of having to get a handle
on imposing sets like Chemical Abstracts. This is
certainly understandable; one of the authors, who
hasn’t a scrap of experience with business literature, 
breaks out in hives when she even walks past items
like Standard and Poor’s Register o f Corporations, 
Directors, and Executives. However, someone who
has experience using the science and technology
literature, and enthusiasm for doing so, can explain
the ins and outs of the major tools clearly, and make
it interesting, to his or her colleagues. This kind of
explanation can be accomplished through anything
from an informal memo to an in-service training
presentation, such as that held by one of the authors
when asked by her colleagues to explain the ar­
rangement of chemical compounds in some of the
reference sources.

R e fe r e n c e  q u e st io n s— m o r e  th a n  ju s t  
s c ie n c e

In academic science libraries, the reference ques­
tions are not all about designing solid rocket boost­
ers or isolating plant alkaloids. Science, medicine, 
and technology are the underpinnings of much of
today’s society, and have become a factor in almost
every societal situation that arises. As a result, the
variety of information required by students and
researchers covers the entire spectrum of subjects. 
There are class projects about conservation of the
rain forests, degradation of the ozone layer, the
ethics of organ transplantation, biodegradable ma­
terials, and patenting microorganisms. A science
librarian might get a legal question about recent
legislation concerning pesticides, a policy question
about the  funding o f the  Superconducting
Supercollider, or a business question about the
conflicts of interest between university scientists
and the biotechnology industry. Recently a student
with an art history major and a chemistry minor

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

requested a computer search about the weathering 
of marble—she was applying for an internship at 
Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts! The variety of 
questions is boundless, and librarians with back­
grounds in history, archaeology, public policy, law, 
or the social sciences are extremely valuable as science 
librarians because they are able to provide more com­
plete answers to multidisciplinary inquiries.

With the current staffing shortages and the effort 
it takes to hire and train a professional librarian, an 
article whose intent appears to be to spirit away 
everyone’s best people to the land of science librari­
anship might not be appreciated. The recruiting 
efforts the authors discuss in this article are aimed 
at college science majors, librarians who are just 
starting their professional careers, and profession­
als who are interested in a change of specialization 
or simply wish to expand their horizons. As science 
librarians, it falls within our professional responsi­
bility to publicize opportunities in science librarian- 
ship for these groups and educate those interested 
about what we do. The “Each One Reach One” cam­
paign developed by the ALA Office for Library Person­
nel Resources7 works especially well in the realm of 
science librarianship and should be encouraged.

O th e r  p r o fe ss io n a l r e c r u it in g  ste p s

Small steps within the professional milieu that 
simply provide exposure to science libraries and 
what science librarians do can also be very helpful 
in the recruiting effort. For example, within aca­
demic library systems, job rotations to branch li­
braries whose collections are science- or technol­
ogy-oriented would acquaint or reacquaint non­
science colleagues with the literature and the clien­
tele from those fields. What about “exposure” op­
portunities at library conferences? Open houses 
and programs sponsored by the science and tech­
nology sections of both ALA and SLA are excellent 
opportunities to acquaint one with science librari­
anship and the scientific literature. For example, 
ACRL’s Science and Technology Section is planning a 
preconference in New Orleans in 1993 on training non­
science librarians to do science reference.

O u ts id e  th e  p r o fe ss io n

So how do we reach the potential librarian who 
is working in a different field altogether? In a  survey 
conducted by Pearson and W ebb8, over 70 percent 
of library school students worked full-time in other 
fields before deciding to become librarians; 63 
percent of these “made an outright career change 
into librarianship.”9 They are the science journalist 
who is browsing the latest scientific and medical 
periodicals, the high school chemistry teacher, the 
indexers and abstractors at scientific publishing 
firms, the graduate student who asks a question
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about biosensors at the reference desk, the editorial 
assistant between assignments at a scientific pub­
lishing house, and the secretary with a degree in 
zoology who loves to read. If  one of them knows you 
are a science librarian, they might approach you and 
ask what is involved in becoming a librarian. Tell 
them how they might be well suited to this area of 
librarianship because of their familiarity with librar­
ies or the information industry and their inherent 
interest in the sciences.

C o n c lu s io n

Sharing information and practical tips about 
recruiting might be the most important strategy of 
all. The “Each One Reach One” concept mentioned 
previously would be extremely potent if many of us 
put it into practice. Institutions should develop 
models and practices based on those that are men­
tioned in the literature or discussed at conferences: 
plans for how library schools can keep a high profile 
within their institutions and for how librarians can 
help dispel stereotypes about the profession10; bro­
chures outlining employment opportunities in sci­
ence by geographical region11; and even more am­
bitious long-range plans, such as library schools 
implementing joint degrees with scientific or tech­
nological disciplines. Sci-tech librarians have a re­
sponsibility to take the lead in some of the ways 
described here.

Those of us who do not have science back­
grounds need to be aware of opportunities in sci­
ence libraries for ourselves (job rotation, in-service 
training) and for others. Scan the job listings for 
science librarians, know the names of science li­
brarians at nearby universities and special libraries 
so you can always get additional information for a 
potential recruit, i f  you came to librarianship from 
another field, do your former colleagues know what 
you’re doing now? Be available to those who might 
be interested in a career change. You already speak 
their language—speak to them about librarianship! 
Last but not least, being a science librarian is fun.

You can get great satisfaction from knowing that 
when desperate graduate students come looking for 
dictionaries to help them with their language ex­
ams, you can actually produce one that covers high 
energy physics in English, French, Russian, and 
German. Or knowing how to locate a technical 
report from NASA or a patent application from 
J apan for anew technology because the director for 
R&D at your corporation needs it for the coming 
year’s R&D plan. Most satisfying of all is helping out 
the undergrads who have never before set foot in a 
university science library; showing them the array 
of subjects covered by the indexes and how to find 
all sorts of needed information about their paper 
topics. The best thing they can say byway of thanks 
is “Wow, I never knew stuff like this existed!”
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Preparing to be a science 
librarian in college

As an undergraduate with a biology major, I 
assumed that all librarians had humanities or 
English literature backgrounds. Until an aca­
demic librarian told me that having a science 
degree would be extremely valuable in a career 
in the library field, it had never occurred to me 
to become a librarian. The zoology course at my 
undergraduate institution required students to 
survey and review the literature on a selected 
animal species in a comprehensive term paper.
I had always been interested in libraries, so I 
spoke with my advisor in the biology department 
and with a reference librarian, and was able to get 
approval for an individual study course.

The librarian introduced me to the various 
collections in the library and to basic biblio­
graphic resources such as Sheehy’s Guide to 
Reference Books. She also assigned selected 
readings in the library literature and had me 
observe online searches. My final project was to 
develop apathfìnderforthe biotechnology litera­
ture, which later became part of the library’s 
series of pathfinders. This early exposure to the field 
of librarianship was the determining factor in my 
decision to become a science librarian.—CCW




