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Academic libraries in China

By Susan L. Tsui

Coordinator o f Bibliographic Control 
University o f Dayton

The report o f a visit to the PRC in 1988.

D uring May and June of 1988, I visited 5 

Chinese cities: Sheng Zhen, Shanghai, 
Beijing, Taiyuan, and Qingdao. The main purpose 
of my visit was to share my American library expe
rience with my Chinese colleagues. I spent most of 
the time with the university librarians of these cities 
and lived in the campus housing for foreign profes
sors and visitors. I will first share with you my 
experience of living on a Chinese campus and, 
later, some of my impressions of Chinese academic 
libraries.

Life on a Chinese campus

In China a university is like a society of its own. 
Everyone, employees as well as students, lives on 
campus in apartments provided by the university. 
The university also provides transportation, health 
care, and child care, as well as elementary schools.

Most people, young and old, participate in vari
ous kinds of physical exercises which are held every 
morning on campus before 8:00 a.m. Besides taiji 
and gongfu, there are also jogging, disco, acrobat
ics, etc. At the same time, daily news is broadcast 
throughout the campus by a loud speaker from a 
radio station. It seems that the university has the 
responsibility to bring its members up-to-date on 
current events. During week days, one or two 
afternoons are set aside for political discussions.

Working hours are from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., 
six days aweek. There are no coffee breaks. But the 
lunch hour is long, from 12:00 to 2:30 p.m. Every

body goes home for lunch and rests; no service is 
provided at this time. Libraries are closed, banks 
are closed, even telephone operators are not on 
duty at this tim e. Taking care of personal business 
during office hours is common as well as is working 
after 5p.m . There is a two-month summer vaca
tion. The university arranges tours and trips for its 
employees at a minimum charge.

The monthly income of university employees is 
low, rangingfrom 50to 170yuan ($13.50-$45.30), 
and is basically spent on food and clothing. Every
one is paid according to twenty-six established 
grades. Librarians are paid the same as doctors in 
the same grade. Since China opened its doors to the 
world in the mid-seventies, individuals have been 
encouraged to bring in extra revenue for their 
working group, such as selling a newly developed 
technical product. Personal profit-making is al
lowed now. O na university campus language pro
fessors often tutor or do translations to bring in 
extra income. Not everybody lives on a set income 
anymore. Also, inflation has come to China.

Library settings

I was impressed with the high-rise new buildings 
I saw everywhere in China. Almost eveiy university 
I visited had a new library building, some already 
constructed; others still under construction. I was 
told that in recent years library service has become 
one of China’s high priorities. The goal to achieve 
modernization and the new library building pro
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gram represent only part of the government’s pro
grams in support of library service.

Inside a typical Chinese library, card catalogs, 
information service, and circulation desks are sel
dom located in the major traffic area, i.e., on the 
first floor, as in American libraries. Stacks are 
closed. There are multiple subject (or departm en
tal) reading rooms and multiple circulation desks 
on each floor with very little reference service 
available. Only faculty and graduate students are 
allowed to use the rooms that hold the materials of 
their subject specialty.

Recently, some advanced universities have be
gun to serve users with some open-shelves and a 
centralized reference service area.

Personnel

Library directors in large Chinese universities 
are mostly political leaders and hold the highest 
academic rank. Deputy directors are the ones re
sponsible for the administration of the library. The 
term “librarian” is used liberally for people working 
in a library. In large university libraries 30-50% of 
the personnel are librarians (many with degrees in 
fields other than library science). They are princi
pally trained through apprenticeship. Some also 
attend library meetings and workshops. They are 
paid the same as professional librarians or higher if 
they have more years of service. Students are not 
employed in academic libraries.

Only 2% of all librarians have the professional 
degree. Before 1977 there were two library schools 
in China, one at W uhan University, the other at 
Beijing University. Today there are forty graduate 
library science programs in China.

Library school students enroll in a three-year 
program after finishing their bachelor’s degree. 
Many of them  have a second degree in com puter 
science. After completing their library degree, they 
are assigned to library schools for teaching. Some 
library school faculty members received additional 
training in the U.S.

There are also shorter library science programs 
at the undergraduate level. Graduates from these 
programs become the working force of Chinese 
libraries. Inrecentyears, 10,000 library employees 
have received some library training. Librarians will 
slowly increase from the current 25-30%  to 60%. 
This is the standard set up by The Regulations o f  
College and University Libraries, which was issued 
in 1981.

Information service

Chinese librarians are beginning to work on 
establishing a reference service and a more system
atic collection development. Today some modern 
universities have a centralized information service

area. Reference questions are addressed and an
swered on written forms. Since most librarians 
were formerly subject specialists, information li
brarians seem to assume the dual duty of librarian 
and teacher. W hile providing information, they 
also recom m end reading materials for a special 
subject field.

Lately, an online information retrieval course 
has been added to many university curricula. For 
instance, there is a fifty-hour reference course 
offered to graduate students at the Medical Insti
tute in Qingdao. Students spend six hours learning 
to use Biological Abstracts and eight hours on how 
to use Chemical Abstracts. After this training, stu
dents can do their research with more confidence. 
Chinese librarians also serve as translators and 
interpreters of foreign library materials.

There are over 5,000 information centers in the 
nation. The Taiyuan Information Center, a local 
station, gives online service to the entire Shanxi 
province. It is online through the Beijing Informa
tion Center, the national station, with American 
and European databases such as DIALOG, BRS, 
ESA-IRS (Europe Space Agency for Information 
Retrieval Service), STN (Science andTechnology 
Network in West Germany), and WPI (World Patent 
Index). The Chinese Information C enter covers 
80% of the world’s machine-readable documents, 
primarily in the social and natural sciences. Even 
though the per-article charge is high ($40-$50), 
this local information center has handled 700 to 800 
searches since its inception on December 12,1987.

Many universities and information centers are 
undertaking the task to establish various special
ized databases. In 1986 the Taiyuan Information 
C enter established a national patent (commercial 
product) database. Twenty-seven provinces, indi
vidual cities, and special districts in the country 
participate in this project. The database contains 
over 13,000 scientific and technical patents. Each 
entry includes the name of the inventor, and the 
name, address, and telephone num ber of the or
ganization. Also included are the award, the method 
used, and the social benefits of the product. Sup
posedly this database is cost effective and user- 
friendly.

Qing Hua University, together with 340 other 
scientific and technical universities, has developed 
a database called CUJA (Chinese Universities 
Journal Abstracts) which collects, abstracts, and 
indexes scientific and technical periodical publica
tions held by the universities.

Collection development

In China the book budget is 5% of a university’s 
general budget. The book budget of a m edium 
sized academic library is around 45,000 yuan 
($12,162). The duplicate rate is high in Chinese
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library collections. It is usually 4 to 5 copies per 
title. The large libraries hold a higher percentage of 
foreign publications— 30-60% . Small college li
braries hold some foreign publications— not over 
20%. Most of the foreign publications are periodi
cals and reference materials. They are selected 
from publishers’ lists provided by the Chinese 
Im port and Export Book Company, which is the 
only company that distributes foreign books in 
China. Individual libraries seek donations from 
their foreign visitors. M aterials in science and tech
nology are preferred , but Chinese libraries will 
accept almost anything.

Bibliographic control

Card catalogs are divided. They are first divided 
by languages, basically Chinese, English, and Rus
sian. Within each language there are three separate 
public catalogs, i.e., name catalog, title catalog, and 
a classified catalog. The union catalog that shows all 
of the m aterials available on campus is kept in the 
catalog departm ent. Filing of Chinese characters is 
a major task. Added entries are lim ited to personal 
names. Subject headings are not used at all; th ere 
fore, assigning a proper classification to a book 
becomes a librarian’s m ajor concern, because the 
classification is the only subject access to the item . 
Libraries have various kinds o f classification sys
tems. Consequently, users must consult more than 
one classified catalog in order to find related m ate
rials in various locations.

There are two major classification systems—the 
Chinese Library Classification System and the 
Chinese Academic Library System. The first one is 
published in a single volume and uses an alpha
numeric code. This classification scheme is suitable 
for a general collection .The latter is designed for a 
specialized collection, especially for scientific li
braries.

On its union catalog cards, the National Library

Letter
To the Editor:

I am writing to inform  you and all ACRL m em 
bers about the “Clean Up TIAA-CREF” campaign. 
TIAA-CREF is the nation’s largest pension fund 
and one that many college and university faculty are 
vested in through their institutions. This campaign 
is an effort to have TIAA-CREF provide an alterna
tive stock investm ent fund that is free of invest
ments in firms either doing business in South Africa 
or involved in the production of nuclear w eapons. 
Some institutions of higher education have already 
perm itted  employee investm ent into socially re 
sponsible investment funds like Pax W orld Fund or

in Beijing supplies both these classifications. Be
fore 1965, it used the Library of Congress classifi
cation. The National Library will eventually supply 
only the Chinese Library Classification in its auto
m ated union catalog, because 80% of the Chinese 
libraries are using this system. Right now, the 
National Library in Beijing is working on its C hi
nese name authority and on subject heading au
thority in order to prepare for a national Chinese 
bibliographic database. ISBD and AACR2willbe 
used in cataloging all m aterials. The MARC for
mats and national romanization tables will be used 
for data entry. Access points will include Chinese 
classification num bers, ISBN, and LC subject 
headings. It is estimated that this automation effort 
will begin in 1990. In the m eantim e the National 
Library has used W LN software for its W estern- 
language materials.

Since its establishm ent in 1979, the China L i
brary Society has sponsored classes on cataloging of 
Chinese materials. An estim ated 1,500 catalogers 
have been tra ined  since Septem ber 1984.

Today, every academ ic library has a special 
departm ent which works on preparing  for library 
autom ation. The staff of these units are actively 
developing their own autom ated systems. The 
p resen t Chinese library situation has two major 
difficulties. One is the different classification sys
tem s which fragm ent library collections. The re 
classification of so many library collections will be 
a major undertaking. The o ther difficulty is that 
Chinese characters are very difficult to store and 
retrieve online. At the moment there is not a unique 
m ethod for Chinese character data entry. H ope
fully, in the near fu ture—when all these obstacles 
will have been  resolved and w hen the  telephone 
communications system will have improved—indi
vidual libraries will be able to  contribute their 
unique records to the national bibliographic data
base and will be able to build a Chinese union 
catalog online. ■  ■

Calvert Social Investm ent F und. These funds have 
rates o f investm ent equal to or b e tte r  than C R E F 
and o ther stock portfolios.

Many of us are unwittingly funding activities we 
would never dream  of supporting if we were aware 
of them. If nothing else, the Clean Up TIAA-CREF 
campaign should serve to awaken our individual 
responsibility to socially conscious investm ents 
regardless o f what pension funds our monies are 
vested in. For more information, contact: Clean Up 
TIAA-CREF, Peace Studies Institute, M anchester 
College, N orth M anchester, IN 46962; (219) 982- 
2141, x346 or x343.— Terry L ink, Reference L i
brarian, Michigan State University Library. ■  ■








