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The M.L.S. Degree: Time for a
Two-Year Program?
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To make meaningful broad generaliza-
tions about today’s library world is
often difficult. There are just too many
different kinds of libraries, librarians,
and library activities, the diversity be-
ing due in large part to the proliferation
in recent years of computerization and
other electronic developments. With
the increasing complexity and shifting
heterogeneity of the library world, it
may be asked: How well are library
schools preparing students for future
participation in the library profession?

To provide a definitive answer is
not easy due to the great variety of
M.L.S. programs and curricula. Perhaps
this is an interim period and the current
mélange of library school programs will
eventually settle into some consensus
where the common element is larger
than at present. However, heterogeneity
is only part of the difficulty. Another
problem, and perhaps more trouble-
some, is the short duration of study re-
quired by most M.L.S. programs. One
year, the typical period of full-time
study required to gain the professional
qualification in most ALA-accredited
library schools, is, I believe, not long
enough to allow adequate coverage of
the topics with which a new library
school graduate should be acquainted.

Business administration, social

work, and health services management
and hospital administration, to mention
only a few disciplines, all typically re-
quire two years of full-time study for the
professional master’s degree. Surely we
regard the discipline of library and in-
formation science to be just as intellec-
tually rigorous, as broad ranging, and as
complex? So, why is the M.L.S., with a
few exceptions, only one year’s dura-
tion? The field of librarianship is vast,
a fact patently attested to by the great
diversity of M.L.S. curricula. Clearly,
not everyone agrees on just what knowl-
edge and skills library schools should
imbue in their graduates. But even if
some general consensus were reached
on what core subjects all library school
students should master in their profes-
sional training, it seems that there re-
mains very little time in a one-year
program to devote to any specialized
and extended treatment of either core
curricular or other topics.

Most individuals who commence
the M.L.S. still come from extremely
diverse academic backgrounds. There
are few prerequisites for prospective
students, apart from an adequate perfor-
mance in a bachelor’s degree and, usu-
ally, a respectable score in the GRE.
Whatever library schools look for in fu-
ture students they generally do not re-

72 Volume 37, Number 1



“The Visible College” 73

About the Author

Brendan A. Rapple is English Bibliographer, O’Neill Library, Boston

College.

J

quire undergraduate training in specific
subjects. Accordingly, once in a pro-
gram all of these diversely prepared stu-
dents, as Bobinski has observed, have to
receive a grounding in the core areas of
librarianship as well as be allowed “to
specialize—all within a relatively short
curriculum and time span.”! But this, I
believe, is nearly impossible to accom-
plish with any real success—there is
simply too much to be covered in too
short a time. Accordingly, I am con-
vinced that it is now high time that very
serious consideration be given to the
merits of mandating that two years of
full-time study (or its part-time equiva-
lent) be devoted to the M.L.S. This pro-
gram should be rigorous and
intellectually challenging and should
cover, broadly as well as in depth, most
aspects of library and information sci-
ence as well as cognate areas.

The first year of the two-year pro-
gram should be devoted to core educa-
tion in librarianship. During this year
stress should be placed on a curriculum
that is more fundamentally library-ori-
ented. In recent years many students
have been graduating from ALA-accred-
ited library schools whose one-year pro-
grams have ill-prepared them for the
library duties that they encounter in
their day-to-day jobs. The graduates
have not, in short, been sufficiently ex-
posed to librarianship. Consequently,
as Gorman has observed, in many cases
libraries have been forced to teach what
should already have been imparted in
the M.L.S. program.? It may be argued
that, because of the growing variety of

library and information jobs to which
the M.L.S graduate can apply, studying
many of these traditional elements may
be meaningless and a waste of time for
numerous students. Many in the field
will never have to catalog materials,
work at a reference desk, give biblio-
graphic instruction classes, or be a bib-
liographer. Still, few M.L.S. students
are sure where exactly their future work
paths will lead them. Accordingly, the
study of a broad range of traditional
topics in librarianship should serve as
an ideal grounding for many library and
information positions.

Lengthening the M.L.S. to two years
will aid the development of real spe-
cialization that is spread over at least a
year’s study and is not limited to a mere
two or three courses, if that, in a given
area (as is so often the case at present).
It is in the second year of the M.L.S.
program that students should be pro-
vided opportunities to specialize. In
some cases it will be appropriate and
easy for this specialization to be pro-
vided within the library school itself,
especially in areas associated with the
traditional librarianship taught in the
first year core curriculum. In other ar-
eas, particularly those less traditionally
library focused, it might be possible for
the library school to expand and. de-
velop new specializations. On the other
hand, some students should be permit-
ted to go outside of the library school
during the second year to take most of
their courses in their chosen area of
specialization. This would also have
the benefit of helping to build bridges
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between traditional library subjects and
those in other departments. This is in-
creasingly necessary, especially since
the tendency of certain library schools
toward isolation from the rest of the
university community has been ad-
duced as a conspicuous reason for their
recent demise.’

Certainly those M.L.S. students
more interested in a future in library
administration might be well served
during the second year of their program
by enrolling in M.B.A. courses in their
institution’s school of management.
Students planning to work in library
automation and systems might turn to
the computer science department.
Those wishing for a future career in
bibliography could take a range of
courses in their chosen academic area
in the appropriate department. Others
whose main focus is rare books and ar-
chival studies could spend much of the
second year of the M.L.S. in the history
department.

It would also seem particularly
fitting for library students who wish
to concentrate in bibliographic in-
struction or other forms of teaching to
take classes in the university's depart-
ment of education. Considering the
thorough changes libraries have un-
dergone over'the past decade and the
electronic advances that will ensure
that changes will continue at a geo-
metric rate in the future, it is probable
that it will not always be obvious to
patrons how to utilize libraries, how
to retrieve information, how best, in
short, to approach the vast resources
available electronically through the
information highway. There will have
to be individuals—called librarians or
perhaps information specialists or
something else—who will impart to
patrons knowledge of how to deal
with this information explosion.

Clearly they will accomplish their du-
tiesbetterifthey are skilled in teaching
andintransmittingknowledge.?

All too often bibliographic instruc-
tion of a mind-numbing quality is con-
ducted by librarians who have few
teaching skills. But where are librarians
to receive adequate training and prepa-
ration to improve their teaching ability?
Presently only a minority of library
schools offer full courses in pedagogy
and user education. Admittedly, more
schools provide such teaching as con-
stituent parts of other courses, but can
much of value be learned in a few
hours?5 Robert Louis Stevenson wrote
that “Politics is perhaps the only profes-
sion for which no preparation is
thought necessary.” We might amend
that opinion today to include biblio-
graphic and other library instruction!
While not everyone can become a skill-
ful pedagogue, the great majority, what-
ever their innate pedagogical talents,
can have their skills honed. Conse-
quently, it is now high time that M.L.S.
students be provided the opportunity to
specialize at length in the theory and
practice of teaching and to take suitable
courses in curriculum theory, educa-
tional psychology, instructional meth-
ods, and so on. Where better to do so
than in the institution’s department of
education?

In short, library schools should es-
tablish more formal alliances with other
university departments and, in doing
so, create more powerful and effective
units. I do not believe that this would
be deleterious to the authority or inde-
pendence of the library school. The rai-
son d’étre of the latter, namely the
teaching of and research into the tradi-
tional, and still very necessary, areas of
librarianship, will ensure their survival
and future well-being. Moreover, such a
policy would undoubtedly result in im-
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proved library education for the next
millennium.

It is often reasoned as justification
for maintaining a one-year M.L.S. pro-
gram that graduates of two-year pro-
grams are not offered starting salaries
that are substantially higher than those
offered to their one-year counterparts.
However, I categorically reject this ar-
gument and ask whether the fact that
starting salaries are relatively low
means library qualifications should re-
main at a correspondingly low or inade-
quate standard. The problem of low
salaries is a tough one, but it is a prob-
lem that also affects graduates of many
programs other than librarianship.
Those who obtain master’s degrees in
philosophy, history, political science,
French—in short, most arts, humani-
ties, and social science subjects—can-
not as a rule automatically command
substantial starting salaries. Nor, typi-
cally, can graduates of master’s pro-
grams in social work and some other
professional areas. And, many of these
degrees are spread over two years.

What would happen if there were
no choice—if all M.L.S. programs were
at least two years in length? Adopting
the mantle of seer, I predict that this
would not spell the end of library
schools. On the contrary, for many it
would lead to revitalization. In fact,
when it was realized that M.L.S. pro-
grams were improved, not only would
students continue to attend these pro-
grams, student numbers might greatly
increase. Furthermore, higher stand-
ards in librarian education and training
should result in an improved library
work force, as well as greater apprecia-
tion in the work world for the library
profession. This should, in time, lead to
greater remuneration for librarians.

In conclusion, I reiterate my con-
viction that if library schools are to edu-

cate librarians successfully for the next
millennium, many will be required to

. andertake a major restructuring of their

program and pedagogy. Though I ac-
knowledge that the logistics of this re-
structuring may not be easy, I am also
convinced that in many cases a valuable
component of the undertaking will be
the expansion of the M.L.S. to two
years.
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Educators and library school students
who would like to write about teaching
methodology, review relevant books, ab-
stract articles, or comment on specific
teaching methods are invited to send their
contributions to Ling Hwey Jeng, Assis-
tant Professor, School of Library and Infor-
mation Science, University of Kentucky,
502 King Library South, Lexington, KY
40506-0039. Contributions should be
1,000 to 1,500 words.
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