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Differences between Japanese and
American Academic Libraries

Mary F. Grosch

(Business/Economics Subject Specialist)
Northern Illinois University Libraries

Having worked at Keio University Library
and Information Centers for almost one year
now, I have had the chance to talk at length
with several library staff members of Keio as
well as to other Japanese librarians who I met
while visiting other academic libraries in Japan.
I have become aware of many differences that
exist between academic libraries in the two
countries and in this article I would like to
explain some of these differences. I would
also like to talk specifically about Keio Uni-
versity Library and its educational level of
staff, its commitment to service and its training
and continuing education program.

I would like to begin by discussing library
education in the United States. The American
Library Directory 1989-90" lists 53 American
universities with professional programs in
librarianship that are accredited by the Ameri-
can Library Association (ALA). For almost
all academic, special and public libraries in the
United States, the graduate degree in librarian-
ship, earned from one of these ALA accredited
universities, is required for employment as a
professional librarian. All but a few of the
programs take one calendar year to complete.
The program usually involves a few required
or “core” courses in cataloging and classification,
reference, collection development and admin-
istration. The student can then choose a
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number of electives depending on his/her
interests.

This library degree is considered important
for the academic library director, also. In the
United States, academic library directors are
hired specifically for the job of director and
have the title Director of Libraries, University
Librarian or Dean of Libraries. American
librarians prefer having a director who has
not only the library degree. but also experience
in academic libraries. They also prefer a
director with a doctorate because it gives the
director equal educational status and therefore,
more credibility when dealing with the teaching
faculty and the university administration.

There are also differences in the other
academic library staff members education and
job responsibilities. In Japanese universities,
new staff is chiefly hired for “entry level”
positions. Rarely, it seems, is someone with
work experience hired from another academic
library. Also, the staff member, though hired
initially as library staff, may find him/herself
transferred out of the library and into some
other department of the university in the
future. Finally, all staff members execute a
variety of duties, both professional and clerical.
In American academic libraries, there are three
distinct “levels” of library staff and the re-
sponsibilities of these staff members differ
greatly. The ALA Glossary of Library and
Information Science defines the LIBRARIAN
as “A person responsible for the administration
of a library... The chief administrative officer
of a library... A class of library personnel
with professional responsibilities, including
those of management, which require inde-
pendent judgment, interpretation of rules of

procedure, analysis of library problems, and



formulation of original and creative solutions,
normally utilizing knowledge of library and
information science represented by a master’s
degree...”? PARAPROFESSIONAL PER-
SONNEL is defined as “...library employees
without professional certification or entrance-
level educational requirements who are assigned
supportive responsibilities at a high level and
commonly perform their duties with some
supervision by a professional staff member ..."®
Paraprofessional employees are increasingly
found in the technical service area. The
LIBRARY CLERK is “...library personnel
with general clerical and secretarial proficien-
cies who perform tasks related to library
operations in strict accordance with established
rules and procedures.”®

In American academic libraries, librarians
usually specialize in one aspect of librarianship,
such as cataloging or reference, or have one
subject specialty and become, for example, a
Music or Medical librarian. Within the aca-
demic library, rarely will the cataloger be
transferred to reference or vice versa. Li-
brarians professional responsibilities include
administration and management, collection
development, original cataloging, reference,
library instruction and liaison with teaching
faculty.

Many academic librarians have either
academic or faculty status.”” In both cases,
librarians are recognized by the college or
university as being part of the instructional
and research staff, but those with faculty
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status are given “...ranks and titles identical
to those of faculty, and commensurate benefits,
privileges, rights, and responsibilities” while
those with academic rank normally are not.®

There is also a widespread presence of

the subject specialist in American academic
libraries. These subject specialists are, for
the most part, professional librarians, and
many have a second masters degree or a
doctorate in their field of specialization. The
typical subject specialist is responsible for
collection development, reference, library in-
struction and liaison with faculty.

As | said, collection development is one of
the responsibilities of the professional librarian
in American academic libraries. Librarians
have primary responsibility for collection de-
velopment rather than teaching faculty mem-
bers. However, faculty are not excludec from
the book selection process. The amount of
responsibility for book selection between li-
brarians and teaching faculty varies from
university to university.

Another part of collection development
that is very different in the United States is
the approval plan. The control of what books
are received on this plan in Japanese libraries
seems to be held by the book dealers. In the
U.S.,, the vendor and the librarians work
closely to develop a “profile” under which the
books will be sent. This profile is composed
of several elements. First are the non-subject
parameters or modifiers. These parameters
include academic and readership levels of
difficulty, country of origin, textual format of
the books, language of the publication, geo-
graphic and time limitations, price, etc. The
major part of the profile is the subject the-
saurus. This profile needs to be very specific
and outline as closely as possible the particular
needs of the library. It also is reviewed at
regular intervals and revised if necessary.

The reference function is another important

responsibility of the professional librarian. At



Northern Illinois University (NIU) Libraries
in an average week in 1989, 3,316 reference
questions were answered. Besides answering
reference questions, the reference librarian also
develops subject bibliographies to help the
library user find information in the various
subject areas.

The last major responsibility of professional
librarians that I will discuss is library in-
struction. In American academic libraries,
there are highly structured library instruction
programs that are an essential part of reference.
There is an extensive library instruction pro-
gram at NIU Libraries, part of which is integral
to the Freshman English and Communications
classes and introduces incoming Freshman to
the library and its resources. Subject special-
ists are involved with library instruction for
upper level undergraduate or graduate students.

Recently, library automation has had an
impact on library instruction. Many academic
libraries already have or are planning to have
online catalog. With the addition of these
catalogs, it is necessary to instruct the library
users on their use. CD-ROM technology,
which is fairly new to American academic
libraries, is impacting on both library instruction
and reference services. Librarians are strug-
gling to determine the best way to instruct
users on the use of CD-ROM products.

Library cooperation is extensive in Ameri-
can libraries with many automated cooperative
networks of some kind existing locally or
regionally. These networks are used for shared
cataloging, interlibrary lending, reciprocal
borrowing and union catalogs. These automated
networks facilitate the extensive interlibrary
loan service available in American libraries.

Many of these networks are multi-type, that
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is, interlibrary lending takes place between all
types of libraries: public, school, special and
academic. NIU Libraries is a member of LCS
(Library Computer System), a circulation and
interlibrary loan (ILL) system that currently
has 34 university and college members. Mem-
ber libraries can borrow books from other
member libraries through this system. Library
vans travel between these libraries regularly
in order to deliver these materials. All mem-
bers also have reciprocal borrowing privileges.
In 1989 alone, NIU Libraries lent 47,838
photocopies and other materials to other li-
braries. Almost 51% of these ILL transactions
were placed through the LCS network. NIU
Libraries borrowed 34,755 items, with almost
65% of these placed through LCS.?

There are other differences I have noticed
in library service. Almost all Japanese academic
libraries have a classified card catalog for the
library user, while in American libraries, the
alphabetic subject card catalog is the norm.
Access to academic libraries in Japan is often
restricted to faculty and students, but in the
U.S.,, many libraries, especially state-supported
university libraries, are open to anyone who
wishes to enter and use the collection. How-
ever, some services, such as ILL, may not be
available to them. Books bought with the
library budget are housed in the library with
access to all. The reserve book system, which
is common in academic libraries in the United
States, is rare in Japan. This system allows
for restricted access to sources which may be
scarce but needed by a large number of
students. For example, multiple copies of
periodical articles can be made available if a
large number of students will need access to

them.
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Though there are many differences in
policy and services in academic libraries in
our two countries, there are challenges which
all academic libraries face. These include the
continuing development of online catalogs,
automated book acquisition and serials checkin
systems and the introduction of CD-ROM
technology to the library. Common problems
include staff shortages and overworked library
staff members, the shortage of space that
seems to face even the newest of libraries,
the soaring cost of serials and the conservation
and preservation of materials.

Having talked to many Japanese librarians
and visited several academic libraries in Japan,
I have become aware of the fact that Keio
University Library is indeed exceptional. I
have been impressed by the number of library
staff members here who have extensive library
training and are committed to service to the
library user. The number of reference ques-
tions that are answered at the main counter
alone is far above the average number an-
swered at other private and national univer-
sities of similar size. Though statistics are not
kept at the service counters of serials section,
the number of students and faculty members
who approach the desks for help is also very
high. I think this is not only a reflection on
the quality of the staff and their commitment
to service, but also a reflection on the quality
of the Keio University faculty and student
body.

Another aspect of Keio Library is their
excellent formalized training and continuing
education programs for staff members. This
academic year, 7 seminars will be held for
library staff members. Also, two to three

computer training courses are provided for

new library staff members through the KULAS
(Keio University Library Automation System)
training program. Some staff members have
been able to attend master’s courses in the
Graduate Program of Library and Information
Science, and for the past several years, a
librarian from Keio has had the opportunity
to work in an academic library in the United
States. I don’t know of any library in the
United States that has such an extensive
program.

Working in a Japanese academic library
for the past year, especially in one as fine as
Keio University Library with its excellent and
helpful staff, has been a rewarding experience
for me both professionally and personally. I
would encourage any American librarian who
has the opportunity to participate in such an
exchange program to do so.

Notes

1. American Library Directory 1989-90, 42 ed.
(Chicago : American Library Association, 1989),
2177-95.

2. The ALA Glossary of Library and Information
Science, (Chicago : American Library Association,

1983), 130.
3. Ibid, 164.
4 Ibid, 131

5. DeBoer, Kee and Wendy Culotta, “The Aca-
demic Librarian and Faculty Status in the 1980s :
A Survey of the Literature,” College & Research
Libraries 48, no. 3 (May 1987), 220.

6. ALA Glossary, 1, 90.

7. Interlibrary loan statistics taken from un-
published IPEDS (Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System) Libraries statistics.
Cumulated and prepared by CODSULI {Con-
ference of Directors of State University Librarians
in Illinois) : LCS percentages taken from internal
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