Continuing Education and Special
Collections Professionals:
The Need for Rethinking
RICHARD J.

cox

THE PROBLEM OF EVALUATION AS A START TO DETERMINING THE
ALTERNATIVES
Despite the fact that contin uing education has become a staple in the educati on and
training of special collecti ons li brari ans, archi vists and manuscripts curators, and
related professionals, there has been little criti cal assessment of the effectiveness of
such education. ' This presents a serious problem, given the seeming dependence by
special collections professionals' on such educational efforts. As one essay on the
quality of continuing education suggests, "an effec ti ve way to improve the qu ality of
continuing edu cati on (CE) for librari ans, information professionals and others in the
fi eld is to co nduct sound eval uation of CE programmes, acti vities and products and
then to use the res ults to improve the CE offering.'"
Where is the evidence of such evaluation of continuing education in the field of
rare books and special collec ti ons? A 1975 bibliography of 449 articles, monographs,
and reports on co nti nuing educati o n for librarianship included not a single re ference
to the special collections area.' Things have not improved significantl y in the twenty
years since. A 1976 published study on continu ing education in English librari es did
indicate thal o ne area requiring additi onal training was in "handling non-book and
' un conventi onal' materi al such as audi ovisual materi al, discs, rapes, slides, film , rare
manuscripts and other unpublished records," but there was little substant ial di scussio n
of th e implications of this need.' Paul Conway, more recently examining th e topic of
conti nuin g edu cation in archi ves, states th at th e "ex isti ng literature on continu ing
educati on in the archi val context is ex traordinaril y weak, g iven the proliferation of
course offerings."6 It is Qext to impossible to discover systematic evaluat ion of
continuing education in rare books, archi ves and histori cal manuscripts. or special
collections; most evaluati on is anecdotal or by word of mouth , suggestin g th at such
professionals re ly on sustained enrollment for continuing opportunities or adequ ate
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attendance for one-time offerings. Is this satisfactory? What do we really understand
about the nature of continuing education in these disciplines?
It is also interesting that there has been no development of continuing education
"model s" for special collections personnel. There are models for other aspects of
librarianship. These models range from registry systems for tracking individual
involvement in continuing education programs to statewide efforts to provide comprehensive continuing education, usually focu sed on a clearinghouse or local groups that
coordinate such training.' Occasional surveys of continuing education needs, while not
providing more formal models, help to provide some understanding for identifying the
parameters of such a model. For example, academic librarians have expressed a strong
desire for having such training opportunities offered in their regions or at their
institutions, a finding that suggests the need for constructing continuing education
courses in a manner that can be mobile' There is little such data about the continuing
education of special collections professional s.
There may be good reasons for this lack of development for special collections
librarians and their colleagues. A definition of continuing education is "all education
which librarians acquire from library schools after they have recei ved the Mas ter's
degree in librarianship."· But special collections librarians and archivists have a wide
range of degrees, not al~ay s including those in librarianship; we are likely to find
degrees in history, American studies, English, and anthropology, as well as in library
or archival science. Continuing education is also seen as essential to rectifying
deficiencies in initi al graduate education, developing competencies, controlling entry
into professional disciplines, maintaining professional boundaries, and maintaining a
certain professional image. '· Conway, drawing on literature from education, notes that
the goals of continuing education may include "broad participation," "personal
growth," "acquisition of knowledge, skills, or aptitudes," "performance improvement," and/or "organizational development."" It may be that special collections staff
do not recognize these as concerns relevant to their work, although that seems unlikel y
if archivists are typical of this group. And it may be that there is an insufficient corps
of educators in the area broadly defined as special collections. While there has been
consistent worry about graduate faculty keeping pace with current practice," it is a
greater problem for archivists, rare books librarians, and related professionals that
there is a sufficient number of faculty even teaching in these specialties.
Finally, it must be recognized that formal professional education is essential to
both the effectiveness of the entry-level professional and the experienced practitioner.
One educator has described the situation as follows: "Professional education is
responsible for preparing aspiring professional s for a lifetime of practice, commonly
without ' further formal academic training. Professional education must therefore
develop students' understanding of, and mechanisms for, self-directed, life-long
learning."" Perhaps the best explanation as to why so little work has been accomplished on continuing education programs for special collections librarians is that
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assessing the nature and effecti veness of such education is an extremely diffic ult task.
The same educator noted that learni ng takes place through fo rmal education, continuing education, reading, contacts w ith colleagues, and experience. At the same time,
with res pect to continuing education, it can be di scerned that indi viduals follow
continuing education acti vities as largely self-formed and self-directed curricul a and
that the responses to and effecti veness of continui ng education are based on complicated notions of "performance" and a perspective gained from practical ex perience. I ";
Despite the lack of work done on continuing education in the fi eld, it is obvious
that its importance cannot be ignored or a determination made about the most effecti ve
means by which continuing education can be offe red. Despi te the popular perception
of the placid professional li ves of rare book librarians and archivists-the images of
tweed-covered academic types wrestling with highl y technical and largely meaningless problems-it is clear that they work in an array of disciplines undergoi ng immense
change and fac ing complex problems. While I would argue that they must build solid
foundations of graduate education that carefull y provide the building bricks of theory,
methodology. and practice, 1 am also convinced that they need to develop a synergetic
relationship between such fo rm al edu cation and the practitioners in the field, and use
continuing education as a connecting rod between the two in order to develop timely
responses to spec ific problems and to influ ence what the academic educators actually
do in their classrooms. Robert Rippey, examini ng models of corporate education
programs, says, "As new challenges or technologies arise, the response time of
traditional professional education is too long. By the time the research is done, the texts
wri tte n, the fac ul ty trained, and the curriculu m change approved, a problem may reach
epidemic proportions."" In the remainder of this essay, I try to paint a picture of
continuing education in special collec tions, examine one aspect that I am most famili ar
with (archi ves) more closely to show the strengths and weaknesses in continuing

educa tion, conside r why more sustained evaluation is needed, and conclude with some
suggestions about what this evaluation should include and what it could provide fo r
special collections librarians.
OPPORTUNITIES FOR CONTINU ING EDUCATION IN SPECIAL
COLLECTIONS WORK: PROFILING THE ALTERNATIV ES
It is clear that there are alternati ve means by which to obtain education and training in
special collections management. In this section I have sketched out a profile of
opportuni ties to obtain such addi tional training that were avail able in one year, in this
case 1992. Since I could find no other such profile, I am not sure whether thi s was a
typical or unusual year, except for the fact that the annual Rare Book School formerl y
offered at Col um bia Uni versity and now located at the Unive rsity of Virgi nia was not
offered." The profile (despite its limitations) prov ides, however, an opportunity to see
what kinds of continuing education ve nues archi vists, rare book librarians, and other
special collections professionals could avail themselves of in a calendar year. It also
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can ·help us mu se upon what all these opportunities constitute in education for our
spec ialties.
One other limitation
TABLE 1
to thi s profi Ie mu st be
Continuing Education Opportunities, 1992
mentioned. This profil e
does not take into account
Conservation/preservation
71
the annual conferences of
Archi ves/manuscripts
39
the RaJ·e Books and Manuscripts Section of ACRL,
Rare books/special coll ections
13
this group's man y publiTotal
123
cations and issuance of
standards and guidelines,
and the regional and local conferences and meetings that have proliferated in the past
decade." Do these provide a form of continuing education for rare book librarians and
archivists? There should be little question that they are a vital source of information for
all such professionals. Yet, it is impossible to determine the degree of impact of these
activities on these professionals, and one purpose of thi s essay is to argue that there
needs to be a more systematic effort in this direction. Do all these venues provide
adequate continuing education? Are there gaps? Are there aspects that are overemphasized? Does the current state of continuing education work, given the nature of
graduate education such profess ionals usually possess?
The number of opportunities in 1992 for continuing education, even excluding the
types mentioned above, were great (see table I). " In 1992 there were 123 different
workshops and institutes offered worldwide, with the majority on the topic of
preservation management and conservation (71), a significant number on archives and
historic manuscripts (39), and
a much smaller number on rare
TABLE 2
books and special collections
Sponsors of Continuing Education, 1992
(13) . These workshops and institutes were offered by a variInstitution
36
ety of different organizations
University
32
(see table 2). Specific instituOther professional association
21
tions (36) led the way, with
Regional association
20
(not surprisingly) uni versities
(32) a close second. Regional
International
II
and other profess ional assoUnspecified
5
ciations together constituted
125"
Total
a major portion (41) of the
hosts. A much smaller number were offered by internati onal groups (II), while there were some that were
unspecified as to the host (5).

.
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Other elements of the profile of continuing education provide some interesting food
for thought. There is a decided preference for
short-term offerings (see table 3). While there
were 43 one-day offerings, there were only
43
I day
12 offerings in the two- to four-week range.
2 days
23
While I identified 30 five-day offerings, the
16
3 days
majority of these seem to fall into the annual
professional mode rather than being focu sed
4 day s
9
on a specific topic. An examination of loca5 days
30
tion and topic also reveals some interesting
2 weeks
7
trends. Special collections personnel can ob3 weeks
2
viously avail themselves of the opportunity to
travel to just about any part of the continental
4 weeks
3
United States or anywhere else in the world
Total
133
(see table 4). There are obvious clusters of
such courses-the Mid-Atlantic and Midwest in the United States and England in Europe-reflecting the locations of major
cities or important schools and institutions. A little more breakdown of the topics of
these courses (see table 5) reveals a strong preference for technical (paper structure and
pest control) or managerial topics (preservation administration and personnel) with
considerable interest in particular forms of material such as photographs and architectural records.
If we step back a bit from this array of
TABLE 4
continuing education course offerings. can
Location of Continuing
we detect any sort of coherent structure?
Education Offerings, 1992
Are there patterns that reveal anything to
us about the state of the field ? It is difficult
United States
for me to discern any major conclusions
Mid-Atlantic
30
other than these: there appears to be an
Midwes t
29
interest in a wide variety of topics; the
Southeast
15
nature of the offerings might reveal some
West
12
weaknesses in pre-employment education;
Southwest
7
or the elements of these disciplines are
New England
6
transforming rapidly enough so that there
Foreign
needs to be a diversity of offerings on
B ri tish Isles
12
every conceivable aspect of work in the
Europe
8
special collections arena. The interest in
Canada
6
technical topics suggests the need to stay
Asia
2
current with new research and practices.
Aust.lNew Zealand
2
The interest in management and the rarity

TABLE 3
Duration of Continuing
Education Offerings, 1992
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of any courses identified as "advanced" in nature suggests that the current continuing
education courses are efforts to strengthen weaknesses in graduate education in
archives, library science, and special collections work. However, it is through careful
evaluation of these offerings that what continuing education is or should be striving to
do becomes more obvious.
EXISTING EFFORTS TO EVALUATE CONTINUING EDUCATION:
A CASE STUDY IN AMERICAN ARCHIVAL PRACTICE
A small number of efforts have been made to evaluate continuing education in special
collections librarianship. While these efforts provide no conclusive findings or even
approaches, they do suggest the kinds of work needed to be undertaken by a discipline
that is obviously intent on relying on continuing education at all levels. To demonstrate
the nature and utility of such evaluation, I selected the American archival profession
as a case study because there have been some efforts to evaluate continuing education
and because it is the discipline that I know best.
The modern American archival profession is generally considered to have been
formed in the 1930s when the National Archives was established and, more important,
when archivists founded their own
TABLES
professional association-the SoTopics of Continuing
ciety of American Archivists
Education Offerings, 1992
(SAA)-in 1936. Debates about the
education of the archivist started at
Technical
27
the very beginning. They have conFunctions
tinued along several tracks: the reAdministration
21
lationship of the archivist to history
Acq uisition/apprai sal
5
or to library science, the need for
Cataloging/descri pti on
4
more comprehensive graduate eduPublic relations
3
cation programs, and the connecSecurity
2
tion between theory and practice.
Others ( I each)
5
The education of the archivist has
Form
come mostly through workshops
7
Photographs
and institutes from the 1930s to the
4
Incunabula
present," supplemented by the de3
Architectural records
velopment of some graduate courses
2
Recorded sound
primarily starting in the I 960s, and
Electronic records
2
more recently (and notwithout some
Oral history
2
controversy) with the establishment
2
Atlases/albums
of full-fledged master's degrees in
Others (I each)
9
Canada and soon in this country as
the SAA has approved similar guidelines for such a degree. The main point here is that with the reliance on continuing
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education, it is expected that one would have seen more analyses of the impact and
value of these educational and training venues on the archival community. These
analyses have not materialized, most of the writings being either position statements
for some aspect of archival education or personal reflections on what occurs in archi val
education programs.21
Like special collections librarianship in general, the reliance of the American
archival community on continuing education does not mean that there is a coherent
sense of what this education constitutes or that it has been evaluated in any meaningful
way. Research on such professional issues is rare in the archival profession, as is
straightforward reporting on workshops and in stitutes. 22 One continuing education

program in the archival field which has been evaluated is a two-year project (1987-89)the Religious Archives Technical Assistance Project run by the Archives of Religious
Institutions-a New York metropolitan based organization-with funding by the
National Historical Publications and Records Commission. This project was intended
to accomplish three objectives: "break down the professional isolation often characterizing small archival programs"; develop a more "integrated program" for continuing education, " linking basic workshops with concentrated planning efforts, on-site
consultation visits and reports by a trained archivist, cooperative interinstitutional
programs, and various forms of technical assistance"; and to help small programs deal
with some specific persistent problems-"rapid personnel turnover, minimal commitment by parent organizations, limited funding, and lack of internal visibility." The
results of this effort were uneven. It proved difficult to encourage cooperation,
convince individuals to undertake individual internships, or to get programs to share
archival resources and facilities. The project also proved difficult to stimulate more use
of the repositories' holdings, to generate preservation efforts, and to encourage greater
participation in profeSSional associations. The greatest success occurred in enabling

these small archival programs "to articulate and define basic administrative elements"23 (such as mission statements and collection policies) and to gain ground in
arranging and describing their archival holdings. Such evaluation is seen as crucial
because it reflects needs in the archival community that can be addressed only through
careful targeted educational efforts and deliberate monitoring of the results.
The most comprehensive analysis of continuing education in the archival field was
the recent study by Paul Conway of a group of 320 archival repositories across the
country that sent staff to participate in one of the SAA's Basic Conservation Workshops offered from 1981 to 1987 24 As Conway states, his "central thesis postulates that
meaningful patterns exist between the level of ongoing preservation activities in
archi val repositories and the perceptions by those who manage them that information
and advice about preservation are available and useful."" Conway used an eight-page
questionnaire to gather information about preservation program activity, the nature of
the administrative structure and placement of the organization, and sources of
information used by the institutions.
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Conway's several strengths make this a superb study that at least all archivists and
preservation managers should read. First, he has an excellent grasp of the relationship
between preservation and broader archival functions. His review of the literature and
his chapter on definitions and the research problem provide one of the clearest
descriptions of this relationship one can find. Second, Conway has developed a number
of original indexes to measure such things as "intensity of care," "prevention plan~
ning," "prevention implementing," "renewal planning," "renewal implementing," and
the uses of a variety of potential information sources. The development of these
meas ures enables Conway to deal effectively with his thesis. Third, Conway brings a
strong knowledge of archival institutions and experience in conducting research about
them to this study, primarily as the architect of the 1985 SAA "Census of Archi val
Institutions," and as the leading advocate for archival user studies. The utility of his
measures certainly deri ves from this previous work.

This dissertation provides excellent descriptions of the nature of preservation
programs in American archival repositories. the nature of preservation practice from

- - -- -- - -- Conway's main conclusion is that archivists put a great emphasis on
"personal networking, ... " and that "those archivists who connect
directly to the larger world of professional advice appear to be more
able to marshall the intellectual and physical resources necessary for
constructive action. "
~

a national perspective (how individual institutional practice adds up to something
meaningful), and, of course, how and when archivists acquire and use information for
preservation. The main point of his study is Conway's correlation (using his indexes
and standard correlation coefficients) between preservation practice and the use of
information sources (including continuing education programs). While he provides
many levels of findings in this relationship, Conway's main conclusion is that
archivists put a great emphasis on "personal networking, both face-to-face and in
writing," and that "those archivists who connect directly to the larger world of
professional advice appear to be more able to marshall the intellectual and physical
resources necessary for constructive action."26 The implications for formal continuing
education are indeed profo und, suggesting either that formal educational ventures
should be reconsidered or that they should be used mainly as mechanisms to establish
the networks.
There have been only a few efforts to evaluate the effectiveness of major institutes
in archival administration. Starting with the Modern Archives Institute a half centu ry
ago, there developed a series of multi week institutes by the early I 970s that essentially
provided an alternative to more formal graduate courses, of which there were few in
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this period. In fact, as Linda Matthews has described, the Georgia Archives Insti tute
originated in the late I960s when the Georgia Department of Archives and History was
having a difficult time finding qualified archi vists because of the dearth of graduate
programs and short-term institutes." At their peak, there were major institutes at the
National Archi ves (the Modern Archives Institute), Colorado, Georgia, Ohio, and
California. Their basic mission was to provide an intensive orientation to the basics of
archival work, usually in a two-week framework, sometimes with a single major
faculty member"but more usually with a number of guest lecturers draw n from archi val
programs in the immediate geographic area.
Despite the importance of these institutes, their assessments have been rudimentary. Matthews's evaluation of the Georgia version is a descripti ve history, in its own
fashion, also fillin g a void of analysis of these institutes. She essentially notes only the
nature of students who attended this institute over the years, concludi ng that a major
portion consisted of individuals al ready employed as archi vists, usually newly entering
professionals, and half were empl oyed by small archi val programs such as local
histori cal societi es or church archi ves. Most, sixty percent, were Georgia-based
professionals, although the remainder came from a wide geographic area, Matthews's
analysis is most helpful for its insight into how such institutes have been transformed,
mainly as other educational ve nues have developed and matu red. She notes that the
insti tute's role as a vehicle for sociali zation into the profession, as basic training for
beginning staff, and as a framework and network of support for small institutions and
organizations whose arc hi ves staff will continue to be part-time or voluntary remains
a major contribu tion. Its future will depend, as in the past, on the available resources
for support of its programs and a continu ing assess ment of its pl ace in the changing
professional environment. 28 .
Matthews's analysis can be compared to a recent study of the students attending
the Modern Archi ves Institute, a continuing education venue that has been in existence
si nce 1945 although its form has changed a bit through the decades." As Matthews
suggests, this institu te has served as the "model" for continuing education in this field,
including for the Georgia Institute. In a detai led profile of the institute's participants,
several interesting fac ts stand out: partieipants attend because of a lac k of other
opportuniti es to acquire basic training in archi val work; most are practicing archi vists
'not by conscious career choice but by other circumstances; most are not members of
professional archi val associations; and most are in search of practical info rmation
rather than theoretical di scussions. The Institute designers see that it is continuing to
ful fi ll its mission to provide "post-appoint ment training for inexperienced archi vists,
particularly from small institu tions with small collections and small staffs with no
organized internal training program ."JO
Unfortunately, there also have been few general descriptions of continuing
educati on in this field . Even those that do not offer substantial analysis and evaluation
reveal important clues about how such evaluation should be do ne. James Fogerty's
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description of a series of basic archival workshops offered by the Minnesota Historical
Society notes that the "participants completed a four-page questionnaire, giving
information about their backgrounds, experiences, and the faci lities and manuscript
holdings in their institutions"; this enabled a profile of institutions and participants to
be developed. Fogerty also notes that the ten workshops offered in this series "provided
an excellent opportunity for experimentation," with instructors attending each others'
sessions and some of the sessions being revised considerably. Finally, he notes that the
success of the workshops can be "measured" through documented increased usage of
acid-free storage materials, an increase in information requests from local repositories,
and an increased sophi stication in the natu re of these requests. "A tangible measure of
the success of the project is that a basic level of knowledge has been absorbed, and it
can be built upon with further training and experience."" Fogerty's effort to publish
an essay on a continuing education offering is rare, but his discussion of how it could
be evaluated rather than a literal evaluation is typical.
Again, from a broad perspective, it seems that the best that can be said about the
archival community's continuing education efforts is that they have served as a form
of remedial training for those without sufficient preappointment education and,
perhaps, as a form of socialization to archivy. The problems with viewing continuing
education in thi s field in this manner can be seen if we consider one of the greatest
challenges to the profession: the rising dependence on electronic information technology. While there has been a long-term commitment by the SAA to offer continuing
education in electronic records management, there has been hardly any corresponding
development of programs (by which 1 mean supported, systematic efforts to manage
such records). The reasons seem clear. Basic archival education (which engenders an
understanding of basic archival concepts and principles) has been insufficient to
support the continu ing education efforts. Moreover, the growi ng consensus of electronic records archivists about how to manage such records seems not to have grown

beyond thi s small (very small) group of professionals because of the archival
community's inattention to its own literature or its unwillingness to develop new
missions and approaches." The recent effort by the SAA's Committee on Automated
Records and Techniques to develop a curriculum for electronic records archi vists both
admits the previous fai lures and adopts as a principle that an electronic records
archivist can be good only ifhe or she is first a good archivist;33 this principle reflects
the fact that for conti nuing education to succeed it must take into account what
know ledge is commonly held by the particular program 's participants"

POTENTIAL FOR MORE INTENSIVE EVALUATION
There is little question that there needs to be more extensive and intensive evaluation
of continuing education in special collections librarianship and related fields. All
varieties of methodologies are possible, and, it should be added, virtually any kind of
evaluation would be better than what we now possess. There have been a number of
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efforts to study the effectiveness of fieldwork in library science, for example, while
there is practically nothing of similar efforts to analyze fieldwork in special collections
work. Stuclies on other aspects of continuing education have used questionnaires to
survey library and information workers about their interests in and priorities for
continuing education, identifying subject areas and types of delivery approaches."
Some of these general surveys have been quite revealing about the "uncoordinated and
unsystematic approach to continuing education and training for professional library
and information staff," showing a potpourri of courses and workshops with little more
to guide their offering than individual interests and self-perceived needs." Some of
these surveys have carefully gleaned information on various factors (such as geographic
and subject areas, gender, age, and employer support and interest) affecting the
attendance at continuing education workshops" One public library used a wide array
o f evaluation techniques "including standard evaluation forms , open-ended
questionnaires, monitored implementation of concepts and methods presented, skill
tests, and narratives describing perceived strengths and weaknesses fn the program.""
Another study selected individual participants in a major manage ment institute and
conducted a longitudinal study of the long-term impact on their careers." There have

n-

"People who consider themselves a part of the archival profession.
simply start working in an archival repository and increase the full
variety of their educational experiences as they work their way up the
ranks of the organization . .. . "

also been specially designed follow-up assessments of particular continuing education
courses in order to determine their impact and effectiveness. 40
One of the most important areas for anal ysis of continuing education is the means
of doing needs assessments, using methodologies that range from survey questionnaires to group and individual interviews to skills assessments .and future predictions
of experts." Other teChniques, such as the Delphi Method or even simple interviews
with selected small groups of profess ionals, have been used with good results by those
trying to develop priorities fo r continuing education efforts in librarianship."
Conway has pos tulated at least one reason that we may have conducted such little
evaluation. In hi s work , he has made a strong argument that the nature of the evaluation
needs to s uit the purpose of the continuing education ve nture. Does an yo ne completely
understand what it is that they are trying to accomplish in continuing education in
special collections librarianship? Conway notes that there is a "standard notion of
professional education" extending from the entry- level degree to in-service training to
specialized conti nuing education. But, he suggests, archivists (and others) have not
followed such a linear approach: "People who consider themselves a part of the
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archival profession and who are sufficiently committed to join the profession's only
national association simply start working in an archival repository and increase the full
variety of their educational experiences as they work their way up the ranks of the
organization or gain additional years of experience."" Thi s should sound familiar to
anyone who has been part of the .special collections field for more than a few years.
If an evaluation of continuing education in special collections work is to be done,
where should the evaluation begin? Chobot states that continuing education can be
considered from four perspectives: from basic planning and definition to design, then
delivery, and, finally, evaluation procedures." It seems that, first, there is a need to
consider what all this continuing education activity means. While there appears to be
richness in all the diversity, at present it cannot be assumed that sufficient strengths or
important gaps have been identified. There is no convincing sense of what overall
purposes are being met in offering continuing education programs. Are these programs
to help advanced professionals? Are they intended to provide stopgap measures for
those working with special collections who for one reason or another have not acquired
a sufficient preappointment education? There is obviously a major difference between
those two questions, yet it i, difficult to see if these questions are even being asked, let
alone being answered.

It is also obvious that there has not been a systematic effort to develop comprehensive continuing educati on opportunjties in th e area of special co llections work. Let me

state that again: does anyone have any sense that there is a comprehensive continuing
education program? At the moment, workshops and institutes come and go based on
what? perceived needs or personal interests? There is also little connection with
graduate programs, perhaps because they are only now beginning to develop fuller
educational offerings; if continuing education could build off graduate programs-at
least for the education of full-fledged professionals or for certain specialists-this
wo uld go a long way towards providing a framework for making sense out of
continuing education. Many library schools offer opportunities for post-master's
studies, but there seems to be a lack of recognition of such studies by many
institutions.'s This is complicated by the fact that most library and information science
schools have not made a commitment to the basic notion of continuing education. 46 On
the other hand, this commitment has not been made because the various components
of special collections Iibrarianship have not demanded or supported it.
Let me conclude with a few basic suggestions. First, let us bring together a group
of people who have been offering continuing education programs to discuss the overall
need of special collections professionals. Let them share whatever form of internal
evaluation they conduct, and, more important, let them rate their sense of the
effectiveness of continuing education offerings in special collections work. Second,
we could encourage a study that does an evaluation by participants in some of our major
continuing education venues. How has their attendance assisted their work and their
careers? What do they need? Third, bring together graduate educators and leaders in
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the fields to discuss their needs and what the relationship between grad uate education
and conti nuing education ought to be. The SAA has tried to do thi s, holding a major
education confe rence in 1987 in Savannah that brought together educators, practitione rs, and the leaders of national and regional professional associations. But even with
this, SAA has never sustained such cooperation or, at its minimum, a simple exchange
of informatio n. Finally, try to bring together employers and educators to discuss the
educational needs in special collections work. While there will be major differences
in their perspecti ves, it is hard to imagi ne that this would not prov ide some additional
information that could strengthen the effectiveness and relevance of continuing
education:17
While [have issued yet one more call fo r stud y (a typical approac h by an academic,
I suppose), l re main convinced that such study would lead to positi ve results. I suspect
there is a fairly coherent set of ideas among those working with special materials about
their needs for continui ng education, rangi ng from concern for such philosophical and
tec hnical matters as the digitization of their holdings for preservation and access to
more mu ndane but important matters such as security, communicati on networks, and
facil ities management and evaluation. Issues such as cost, location of educational

offerings, freque ncy of offeri ngs, financial support for professionals' attendance, and
other related matters also need to be considered for futu re plan ning. Witho ut some
effort to assess and build consensus about these needs, however, it remai ns difficult to
determi ne the types of workshops and insti tutes that should be held or how new
technologies may allow us to offer d istance education and Internet courses.
There is another set of basic issues that can be addressed by evaluating continu ing
education. The knowledge of present activities and current perceptions of needs in
continuing education creates a benchmark fo r subsequent anal ysis. For example, is it
correct to ass ume that those attracted to the positions in special collections will
continue to bring the same educational backgrounds, skills, interests, and attitudes as
now exist? We can not assume this. In the archives profession, the past decade has
brought the establish ment of more comprehensive and intensive graduate education
programs; this means thai many people entering the field today are better educated than
their coun terparts were twenty years ago. Attitudes about and expectations for
continuing education have probably changed Signifi cantly in a relatively short time,
while what constitutes conti nuing education has remained relati vely static. How can
we-as caretakers of rare books, archives, and special collections-address our most
crucial needs if we know little, except what we can surmise through educated
guesswork, about the continuing education needs of the professiona ls caring for these
materi als?
There has been an increasi ng stream of serious publications on the quality of
American education, especially higher education. One of the more intriguing recent
volumes, detail ing the challenge of specialization in hi gher education (piquing my
interest as a specialist in a profess ional school) was wri tten by David D arnrosch, who
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chronicles the threats of co ntinuing specializati on to the quali ty of educati on offered
by the university, noting that " more and more, the contemporary university has become
an ivory tower of Babel." Later, he suggests th at the "clock cannot be turned back sixty
years, even if that were desirable; what is li kely to be more constructi ve is to ask how,
if at all, something resembling the ideal of ge neral education can be restored in the age
of specialization."48 These comments stri ke me as particularly relevant in considering
conti nuing edu cation in special collections work. This continu ing education appears,
witho ut any guiding principles or coherent summary, to be a Tower of Babel. What is
needed is to get to the heart of what rare book librarians, archivists, and others should
know and then determine if there are sufficient opportunities for them to gain such
ed ucation and training. The field can inform both the academy and the vari ous
professio nal assoc iati ons about th e nature and substance of continuing educati on
in a way th at is now left to chance or the in iti atives of a few individuals and
institutio ns. It is hard to imagine that what we do woul d not be strengthened by such
effo rts.
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