Good afternoon.  I’m Jea Smith, an MLS student, not a librarian, yet.  As a public library user and a new immigrant, however, I have a modest proposal for public libraries and librarians, to collaborate in building a Website to host good literature of all minorities and to promote them as the essence of diverse American literature. Since having multicultural collections does not in itself constitute a multicultural service, libraries and librarians have to actively promote them.
T.L. Friedman (2006), the author of The world is flat, welcomes immigrants, explaining that an international student earning a Ph.D., or a highly sophisticated professional is “the type of people this country needs” (p. 376).  My presentation does not involve with those people who easily integrated into the mainstream, breezing into their assimilation, but rather with the ordinary type who struggles with issues of language, culture, and employment.  

When I mean immigrants in Flushing, Queens, I do not mean those whom Google escorts into this country, spending $20 million a year and employing a full-time immigration specialist (NY Times, 2009).  Immigrants in my neighborhood are the people who come to this country with nothing but a hope:  a kind of “the American dream,” with a willingness to work hard to get ahead.  We dream that after a life of hard work, our children will succeed, getting an education and integrating into the mainstream.  It won’t be a breeze, but our children will grow up as Americans, taking some benefits of living in two cultures and languages. But without the power language, English, our children will never be about to reach out to the mainstream and thrive: a recent study from Harvard University shows that children "entering kindergarten with limited English have trajectories that diverge from those of native English speakers,” yielding large differences in English reading and other academic achievement by the fifth grade (Kieffer, 2008).

MUTILINGUAL COLLECTIONS

Multilingual collections pose countless problems: from identifying an item to responding reference questions.  I’d better not to go over each issue but refer to RUSA (Reference and User Services Association) guidelines for the promotion and development of multilingual collections and services.  It declares that libraries should "provide an equitable level of service to all members of their communities regardless of ethnic, cultural, and linguistic background" (RUSA, 2007).  It also proclaims that providing library materials for ethnic, cultural and linguistic groups should not be seen as an "additional" or "extra" service, but as an integral part of every library's services. 
Serving the most diverse county in North America, New American Program (NAP) of Queens Borough Public Libraries (QBPL) has been the object of many researchers looking for ideal model handling the increasing numbers of immigrants and people with limited English proficiency (LEP).  While the Ethnologue organization, known as an authority in the field, has classified 6,912 distinctive living languages in the world, demographic information at QBPL website shows that children in public schools at Queens speak only about 140 languages (NAP 2004).  48.6% of its total population is foreign-born, 29.2% people over five years old consider themselves as speaking English less than “very well” (NAP 2008).  Librarians at New Americans Program (NAP) speak five major minority languages of their community and develop collection in various formats in 25 languages and "distribute to the community libraries based on demographics and circulation and funding" (Winkel, 2007).
 Librarians at the community libraries might propose to buy books to add their multilingual collection, but they shelve books by Call Number when they get new ones from the Central Library in Jamaica.  They don’t keep any shelf-lists nor track circulation records of them.  As the attached table 1 shows, 62 community libraries carry an average of 4.3 multilingual collections: Broadway community library at Long Island City has collections in seventeen languages other than English.  

For librarians, it is not exciting to get reference questions about the books in languages they do not understand.  When any patrons have the guts to ask questions, librarians do “what they can do best”: 1) point to the bookshelves those foreign books are stacked or 2) refer them to IRC (International Resource Center).   Since catalogue searching is not “user friendly” with Romanized foreign languages, patrons has to go where librarians pointed at, browse what are available at the moment of one’s visit, or visit IRC as they are referred to.

IRC is located on the third floor of the Flushing library. With various multilingual collections in over fifty languages, this center is focusing on the humanities, social sciences and business.  Aiming to serve general readers from high school students to the master's degree level, it is now holding more than 70,000 items.  35% of its collections are in English, and reference materials make up ten percent of them.  Korean items are scattered around in this center in various locations by collections, sponsors, formats, usages, size, binding, in-house rules as well as misplacement.

Since none of shelf-list check-out or turn-over rates of Korean materials were available, I visited the center and combed through 127 Korean resource books to get a glimpse of Korean collections.  The result is Table 2 and it shows that as of summer 2008, the average copyright year of the reference books is 1996 and not a single item was added to Korean Reference book for the past 5 years.

While there is no arguing of the necessities of proper library materials in minority languages, in an economic hard  time when hundreds of librarians are on the point of being laid off, and library hours are being cut off, I can’t help but wondering if multilingual collection is  time and cost effective.  Building multilingual collections is not the only way to serve linguistic minorities:  Providing services to honor and respect their cultural identities and values, public libraries can build multilingual collections.

MULICULTURAL COLLECTIONS

Literature is one of the most distinctive cultural artifacts of a society.  It would not be wrong to state that all literature bound to reflect multicultural aspects of our daily lives. Considering that people see the Globe is getting flat and Internet links people on the world so close, any try to define one hue of multi-dimensional spectrum of 20 century lifestyles can be out-dated making no sense.  However, Mingshui Cal, the author of various books on multi-cultural literature for children and young adults, argues separating multicultural literature from the general literature is “a much-needed, separate category,” not to treat any one of them as “the norm” and the other “alien.” He sees a critical factor that from the points of “marginalized ethnic groups, multicultural literature is not alien, but it represents their world, reflecting their images and voices.”    

Alice Hsu, an American born Chinese teacher, wrote how she failed to inspire her immigrant Chinese students with the stories of Martin Ruther King’s famous speech.   She explained the vulnerability of the young minds considering themselves as outsiders and she did the hard search looking for books that “do provide reflections” of her students.  Now fourteen years after the wonderful article was published, there seemed to be some changes: more books are published under the umbrella of multiculturalism in recent years. 

Most Korean American authors launch their careers by crystallizing their de-rooted experiences setting down in a new world. The worlds reflected in their stories are directly come from their American experience as American-raised children of Korean immigrants.   However, finding their books are not an each.  Most fiction written by Korean American authors are arranged by last name in the general fiction stacks: they are not categorized in any way to relate them as “Korean American”: the subject heading is not a well-defined.  The only reliable methods are sorting books by common Korean last names.  One problem of sorting the authors' names is that those last names are identical or very similar to some Chinese last names.  Another problem is the fact that many Korean letters do not have their counterparts in the Roman alphabet, and sometimes Korean last names are virtually “translated,” losing their identities. Worst of all, some Korea female writes give up their maiden name losing themselves in the milliard of American writers.  

CONCLUSION

Serving immigrant communities, I understand that libraries and librarians concern the common issues that affect many immigrant communities, such as the abundance of racism, sexism, misrepresentation of minority groups in the books that stigmatize them as perpetual outsiders.  I believe those concerns can be channel to the promotion of good multicultural literature that favorably or fairly representing lingual and cultural minorities in our society.   By promoting books written or made by people with colors, libraries can empower people represented in those books and help people build healthy racial outlook. 

While there are some lists of books or indexes recommending multicultural literature in each of five minority librarian associations, not a single site or a recommended resource is visible: in Google age, your recommendations do not exist for general public because they do not come up in their Google searches.   That’s why I propose for public libraries and librarians with colors should collaborate to build Web bibliographies that host literature of all minority groups under an umbrella of multicultural literature.  The idea of Multiculturalism accepts and respects American with all shade of colors to express and to share their individual cultural heritage as an integral part of American culture.  As Mingshui Cai argues that ‘by the pedagogical definition, the term “multicultural” should be not “the multicultural nature of a single work, I believe librarians with color can united all share of diverse cultural literature within a framework to promote them as the essence of diverse American literature. 
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