
TRAINING FOR LIBRARIANSHIP 
IN NEW ZEALAND

JO H N  H A R R IS

T H E  Q U E S T IO N  O F L IB R A R Y  T R A IN IN G  has recently  given rise 
to a good deal o f controversy. I t  has been debated  in L ib rary  Associa­
tion  branches, am ongst library  staffs, and  at an n u a l conferences. A t 
times a good deal of heat has been  engendered, and  m ore often than  
no t the issues have been clouded by m isunderstand ing  and  m arked 
by personal feeling ra th e r than  reasonable sta tem en t an d  argum ent.

Broadly speaking, the argum en t is betw een those w ho em phasize the 
value of university  w ork p lus a professional course as a basis for p ro ­
fessional tra in in g  and  those w ho give p rio rity  to p ractical experience. 
I t is resu lting  in  a conflict betw een L ibrary  School and  G enera l T ra in ­
ing Course, w ith  dangers of a very real sp lit in Association m em ber­
ship. It is the purpose of this artic le  to a ttem p t a clarification of the 
issues and  a sta tem en t o f the m ain  princip les w hich have determ ined  
T ra in in g  C om m ittee and  C ouncil policy in this respect. A nd righ t at 
the b eg inn ing  I wish to em phasize th a t the conflict is largely an unreal 
one, o r ra th e r  th a t the issues are no t fundam entally  w hat they seem to 
be on the surface. T h e  dissatisfaction is clear enough. T h e  reasons 
for it are n o t so clear, and  the course it follows is confused and  often 
contrad ictory .

E xpand ing  services dem anded  m ore lib rarians
F irst of all, le t’s exam ine the situation  as it arose. T e n  years ago 

the NZLA began seriously to face the p roblem  of en su ring  a supply 
of tra in ed  lib ra rian s to cope w ith the library  developm ent th a t was 
being  pushed  forw ard. T h e  situa tion  was roughly  this: in  the w hole 
coun try  there w ere only a dozen or so lib ra rian s qualified by tra in ing  
and  experience in the basic techniques an d  theory  of o u r profession. 
Some had  gained  th e ir know ledge from  experience in English and 
Scottish libraries, u n d er w hat may be called the appren ticesh ip  system, 
u na ided  by professional courses of any k ind; some h ad  taken the E ng­
lish L ib rary  Association courses by correspondence; a few others, a 
very few, had  stud ied  at library  schools in A m erica and  E ngland.

From  none of these sources was there  assurance of a fu r th e r supply 
in  any sufficiency. M ost o f those going to overseas lib rary  schools had 
done so on C arnegie Fellowships, w hich had  been provided io r  key 
jobs only d u rin g  a certain  period. B ritish tra ined  lib ra rian s were no 
longer m igra ting , and  in any case in  this as in  o th e r professions the 
tim e had obviously come for N ew  Zealand to stand on its own feet 
if it was to develop a library system suited to  its needs. T h e  corres­
pondence courses offered by the L ib rary  A ssociation, L ondon , had 
serious disadvantages. T h ey  were a constan t source of troub le  due to 
the distance a t w hich they w ere opera ted , and  they were in  m any
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respects unsu itab le  for o u r requ irem ents, if no t for the requirements 
of m odern  libraries in general.

In  these circum stances the NZLA considered w hat could be done. 
In the larger lib raries some a ttem p t had  always been made to give 
practical tra in in g  to jun io rs. T h e  A uckland Public  Library, for in­
stance, has a long trad itio n  of careful tra in in g  in  cataloguing. And in 
one centre. D uned in , a course of lectures a tten d ed  by staffs of the 
pub lic  an d  U niversity  L ibraries was held  in 1937. B ut these were the 
exceptions.
T h e  G eneral T ra in in g  C ourse is started

T h e  m ain problem  was the scarcity o f lib ra rian s able and free 
enough  to  give instruction . I t  was obviously wise to  use the few 
available to  the m axim um  advantage. I f  the tim e used to instruct in 
one library' o r one centre could be used on a n a tio n a l basis it would 
go m uch fu rther. So was born  the idea of the G eneral Training 
Course.

T h e  launch ing  of the G eneral T ra in in g  C ourse stra ined  the re­
sources o f New Zealand lib ra rian sh ip  alm ost to  b reak ing  po in t. Those 
few in  the profession w ho w ere bo th  able and  w illing  to  act as tutors, 
to p repare  courses, an d  to  exam ine, were already w ithou t exception 
overw orked in th e ir respective jobs. B ut it was obvious tha t it was 
precisely such people w ho were essential to  its success. So sacrifices 
were m ade and  the C ourse got u n d er way.

It was n o t a perfect course, and  no  one th o u g h t it was. It was 
merely the best device th a t could  be th o u g h t o f in  the circumstances. 
I t was designed to in troduce lib rarians to  d ie  theoretical problems of 
th e ir profession and  to  ensure th a t they got p ractical experience of its 
elem entary  techniques. T h e  p o in t was stressed th a t lib rariansh ip  was a 
com bination  of theory and  practice, th a t it  could n o t be taught simply 
from  notes, and  th a t studen ts try ing  to  take it w hile w orking in sub­
standard  libraries w ould find them selves u p  against alm ost impossible 
odds. T h e re  was clear recognition  also of the defects in h e ren t in any 
correspondence course, particu larly  the lack of d irec t personal contact 
betw een studen t and  tu to r, and  various m ethods have since been 
tried  to  overcom e this.

T h a t this Course got going a t all is a tr ib u te  to  th e  courage, resource 
and  dete rm ina tion  o f the NZLA. T h a t it was carried  on  righ t through 
the difficult w ar years m ust always be a m atte r of w onder and of 
adm ira tion  for those w ho d id  the work. Som ething was said at last 
C onference, in the course of an address w hich m ust m ake even the 
person w ho delivered  it b lush  to read  now  in cold p rin t, about the 
endurance  of the students o f the course. I t w ould  be m ore appropriate 
to  recognize the endurance  of the tu tors, and  the sheer h a rd  work and 
NZLA office organization  th a t have kep t it ru n n in g . * M any have given 
it u p  because the tim e factor w ore them  dow n the speaker com­
p la ined , as though  any professional course is w orth  w hile w hich does 
no t, am ongst o th er things, test precisely this q u a lity  of endurance. 
Som ething new  in excuses for fa ilu re—' w orn dow n by the tim e fac to r’!

R ecruits d id  no t come in
B ut the m ain  fau lt of the G enera l T ra in in g  C ourse was no th ing  to
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do w ith the course itself. T h e  troub le  was th a t a fter several years of 
o p era tion  we seem ed to  have fewer tra ined  lib ra rian s than  ever. T h e  
Course was for those already in  library  work. I t b rough t n o  recruits. 
T h e  profession was caught in a vicious circle, the stupidly  vicious circle 
of cheap labour. Because pay was so low lib ra rian sh ip  was confined 
alm ost en tire ly  to w om en, chiefly girls w ho regarded  it  as a no t uncon­
genial way of filling in  tim e u n til they should be claim ed by the m ore 
in teresting  an d  p e rm an en t career of m arriage.

T h e  tu rn o v er was rap id  and  had disastrous consequences.. B etter pay 
could  hard ly  be justified for people  w ho were m erely filling in  time. 
B ut w ith o u t b e tte r  pay we could no t expect to  a ttrac t persons w anting  
to m ake it th e ir  life’s work. M en were in  effect debarred  because the 
wage was n o t a liv ing one. A nd from the tra in in g  v iew point the 
w astage was enorm ous. I speak here  from  the b itte r  experience of one 
w ho spen t several years tra in in g  staff who no sooner becam e p ro ­
ficient than  they left. In  th is absurd  and  fu tile task d id  m any of us 
spend  o u r tim e over a period  of years. I t  sounds m onstrous, and  it 
was m onstrous. W e were all of us—university  libraries, pub lic  libraries, 
special lib raries—caught in this w icked and  uneconom ic system. A nd as 
lib rary  service was expanded  to m eet increasing needs th roughou t the 
country  so the w hole silly business gained  m om etum  and  ever m ore 
energy w ent in tra in in g  ever m ore tran sien t staffs.

T h e  prob lem  was how to b reak  the circle. Somehow we had  to  m ake 
lib ra rian sh ip  possible as a p e rm an en t career, som ehow to a ttrac t 
persons of sufficient in te llec tual m atu rity  to assume a share in  adm inis­
tra tion  an d  tra in ing . In  practice this m eant th a t m en m ust be drawm 
in as w'ell as women.

L ib rary  School p lan n ed  to  a ttrac t recru its
T h e  o p p o rtu n ity  came w hen the end  of the w ar b rough t schemes of 

rehab ilita tio n . A L ibrary  School was p lanned . A bursary  system en ­
sured th a t studen ts could keep alive w'hile tra in ing . A fu ll tim e staff 
relieved the pressure w hich had  h ith e rto  fallen entirely  on practising  
lib rarians. A nd—and  this is a key p o in t—the N ationa l L ib rary  Service 
was ab le  to  p rov ide jobs a t salaries sufficient to a ttrac t people w ith  the 
necessary qualifications. I t was a m asterly move, and  the L ibrary  Asso­
ciation  threw' its w'hole w eight in to  the pro ject. W ith o u t it we should, 
I believe, have faced an inev itab le  collapse. T h e  sheer physical strain  
a n d  the absence of any a lte rna tive  ligh t ahead  was becom ing u n b ea r­
able.

T h e  end  of the School’s th ird  year sees the New Zealand library  
profession considerably streng thened . N ew  b lood  has been added, a 
reasonable balance is be ing  achieved betw een m en and  women, and  
th e  an n u a l loss am ongst the new com ers is reduced  to  alm ost negligible 
p roportions. M oreover, these newcom ers are o f a quality  w hich is 
m aking  itself felt. T h ey  b rin g  to  o u r  profession the experience gained 
in o th er walks of life o r in overseas service. T hey  are in tellectually  
stim ulating , as anyone w ho has lectured  a t the School w ill testify. A nd  
their standard  of education  is the highest th a t this country  provides. 
Criticism s of th e  L ibrary  School.

N ow  all th is has had  to  be ad iieved  w ith in  the fram ew ork o f New



Z ealand’s very slender lib rarian sh ip  resources. A part from the School’s 
two D irectors we have had  no outside help . In  the circumstances it 
was inevitable th a t there should be deficiencies and  th a t o ther of our 
opera tions should suffer. B ut to  seize on these defects w hile overlook­
ing  the basic gains recorded is unw arran tab ly  childish and  should not 
be to lerated  by the A ssociation. Before any th ing  else we should under­
stand  and  apprecia te  the m anner an d  e x ten t of o u r plan 's success. 
O nly  then we are justified in listen ing  to  the com plaints.

W h at are these com plaints?
1. T h a t the Association’s G enera l T ra in in g  Course is being neglected 

in favour of the L ibrary  School, and  should be taken over and run by 
the School!

In  fact the School is so badly  understaffed th a t it has to  rely for a 
great p a rt of its lec tu ring  on v isiting  lib rarians. I t  is the unanimous 
op in ion  of the T ra in in g  C om m ittee a fter serious consideration  that the 
school staff are a t p resen t g e tting  too little  vacation  for the efficient 
perform ance of such work. T h e  G eneral T ra in in g  Course meanwhile 
has con tinued  u n in te rru p ted . I t  is obviously no t w ithou t faults but it 
has been designed for a p a rticu la r pu rpose and  does fulfil a real need.

2. T h a t the pub lic  libraries are  g e tting  no  recru its from  the Library 
School because its graduates are all seized by the N ational Library 
Service!

T h is  is simply no t true. T h e  tru th  is th a t those g radua ting  from the 
School go w here they can get a reasonable  job. My ow n library has 
m anaged to  a ttra c t three of them . Several have gone to public lib­
raries. m any to special libraries. B ut pub lic  lib raries on the whole 
offer salaries th a t are in su lting  to  anyone w ith professional quali­
fications.

3. T h a t  too m uch im portance is placed on un iversity  degrees as a 
prerequ isite  for en try  to  the profession, th a t adm ission to  the School 
should no t be confined to  graduates, and  in p a rticu la r th a t it should 
always be open to  lib rarians w ho have com pleted the G eneral Training 
Course!

T h e  answ er here is th a t the School has been p lan n ed  for a very 
d ifferent purpose from  the G enera l T ra in in g  Course. T h e  la tter is for 
already practising  lib rarians, the form er for those w an ting  to become 
lib rarians. T h e  School is strictly  lim ited  in num bers by practical con­
siderations of space and  staff, and  th a t be ing  so it is essential to have 
some basis for selection, and  some m in im um  qualification . I t is only 
righ t an d  p ro p e r th a t such qualification  should be an  education of 
university standard .

T h is  does n o t im ply th a t university  g raduates necessarily make good 
librarians, o r be tte r lib ra rian s than  those w ho have lea rn t the job by 
years of practical experience. (Some of the m ost in ep t creatures that 
ever starved on a lib rarian 's  salary have been M asters o f Arts.) I t does 
m ean th a t the person fitted by tem peram ent an d  ability  for librarian­
ship is b e tte r w ith a h igh  standard  of education . Such a background 
can conceivably be acquired  w ithou t going to  a university, bu t in our 
day and  age and  country  the no rm al m ethod  is to  take a degree course. 
I t is done for all o th e r professions, an d  it w ould be absurd  if we,
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whose w hole purpose is to m ake know ledge available to readers, should 
req u ire  any th ing  less.

O ver and  above ou r general education  we need  a special tra in ing  
in  p ractical techniques, b u t to  acquire  the la t te r  w ithou t having an  
u n d ers tan d in g  o f the ends to w hich they are  d irected  w ould reduce us 
to  the level o f robots an d  ren d er us as ineffectual in assisting readers 
as lib ra rian s have so com m only an d  un fo rtu n a te ly  been in New Zea­
land. T hose  w ho th ink  differently  are speaking the language no t of 
lib ra rian  ship b u t of book clubs.

RECRUITING FOR THE LIBRARY 
PROFESSION

T h e re  have been two opposing  views as to the best m ethod of 
rec ru itin g  for the library  profession. Some lib ra rian s feel th a t they 
can choose candidates for the profession b e tte r th an  the lib rary  schools 
can, since they know  the k ind  of person needed for a p a rticu la r job 
or for a p a rticu la r library. Such a person m igh t then  w ork a year or 
m ore in a lib rary  before go ing  to  library  school an d  from th a t experi­
ence be in a position  to get m ore o u t of his professional education . 
T h e  lib rary  schools, on the o th e r hand , tend  to  feel th a t w hile the 
ju d g m en t of some lib ra rian s is sound, the schools by and  large are in  
a b e tte r position  to m ake the selection because they are called on to 
do so m uch of it. In general, the selection o f studen ts by a library 
school can be m ore systematic than  selection by m any lib rarians, and  
wise selection of students can be set dow n as one of the most im portan t 
con trib u tio n s library  schools m ake to  the profession.

—M etcalf, Keyes D., and  others. T h e  program  of 
in struction  in  lib rary  schools. U rbana, U niv. of 
Illinois pr., 1943. pp . 126-7.


