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A 
work sabbatical? A practicum? Why not? 

I was ready to learn something new about 
librarianship on the international stage. 
Thanks to the American Library Association 

(ALA), I was able to participate in the library exchange 
program in Germany in spring 2014. The program nor-
mally hosts German librarians wishing to visit American 
libraries, but my travels took me in the opposite direc-
tion: I had the opportunity to visit libraries in Göttingen 
and Munich and to attend the annual Deutscher Biblio-
thekartag conference, held this year in Bremen, in north-
western Germany. The experience exceeded expectations.

The process
ALA’s International Relations Office is the first port of 
call for all queries. Director Michael Dowling answered 
my initial email and helped me through the process, 
sharing that the program can be tailored to the length of 
time—from one week to three months—and the location, 
depending on preference. 

I completed the two-page application, expressing in-
terest in manuscripts and early printed books, digitiza-
tion, and electronic publications, especially at the 
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek in Munich and the Nieder-
sächsische Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek in Göt-
tingen, both renowned for their special collections and 
digitization efforts. 

Dowling put me in touch with Sabine Stummeyer, the 
contact for Berufsverband Information Bibliothek 
(BIB), an organization for librarians in Germany. It was 

through her requests that I was able to visit the two 
libraries. From conversations with librarians at the 
Goethe-Institut in Boston and New York, I learned about 
practicum grants offered through Bibliothek and Infor-
mation International (BI-I) and submitted a successful 
application. 

I knew that if I could speak some German—my knowl-
edge at the time was limited to identifying Wiener 
schnitzel on a restaurant’s Speisekarte (menu)—my 
 experience would be more enjoyable. To supplement my 
long-since-forgotten graduate courses in German, I 
signed up for a semester at the Goethe-Institut in Bos-
ton and continued classes at the Goethe-Institut in Göt-
tingen and Munich. 

Although language fluency is not a prerequisite of the 
program—in my professional visits with German librar-
ians, I encountered those who spoke English very well—
my experience suggests that a higher level than my 
intermediate class would have helped me get even more 
out of my practicum.

Göttingen
While in Göttingen, I met Heinz Fuchs, a subject spe-
cialist, who took me on tours through several libraries 
and study areas on campus. Along the way, we dis-
cussed library practices in Germany and particularly at 
Göttingen, where the library had responded to the 
changing study habits of students by replacing catalog 
workstations with more desk space. In addition, a re-
cently completed multistory building offered individ-
ual and group study rooms, as well as instructional 
spaces, all of which could be booked for specific days 
and times. On another occasion I met Helmut Rohlf-
ing, head of special collections, whose library is 
housed in a former Dominican monastery. Here, too, I 
received a tour of the historical and modern areas of 
the public spaces, reading rooms, and stacks. (The old 
stacks were a particular marvel.) I was fortunate to 

International Travel, 
Learning Opportunities 
Working with librarians—what’s not to love? By Diane E. Booton

The Niedersächsische Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek in 
Göttingen, Germany, is renowned for its special collections.  
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have the chance to speak at length with 
these two very knowledgeable librarians.

Practicum in Munich
The practicum at the Bayerische Staatsbib-
liothek’s Department of Manuscripts and 
Early Printed Books was a well-organized 
arrangement of staff instructional sessions 
and individual project tasks. My program 
was six weeks long, and during this time the 
library hosted other individuals whose 
training lasted from three to 12 weeks. The 
staff was generous in giving their time in 
discussing departmental responsibilities, 
collections, and current projects. Individu-
al presentations from eight staff members 
concerned the acquisition, description, and adminis-
tration of the department’s manuscripts, archives, and 
early and rare books. The sessions on material descrip-
tion discussed text and image, bindings and watermarks 
for print, and electronic formats, such as databases, as 
well as full digitization. 

In addition to these sessions, I attended a one-week 
module of the SCRIPTO program, sponsored annually 
by the university at Erlangen. SCRIPTO—an acronym for 
Scholarly Codicological Research, Information and Pal-
aeographical Tools—consists of four modules of study 
hosted by libraries in Erlangen, Munich, Nuremberg, 
and Wolfenbüttel. The program sessions in Munich to-
taled more than 20 hours and were delivered by 13 staff 
members. Here they discussed book bindings, incuna-
bles, current digital projects and workflow, data ar-
chiving, and tours of the Scan Center and the Institute 
for Book and Manuscript Conservation.

Besides these instructional sessions, trainees assisted 
with departmental projects related to their skills and in-
terests. One librarian in my group cataloged a manuscript 
related historically to her library in Mantua, Italy; a post-
graduate German student cataloged images, building on 
her interest in medieval art history. I translated several 
project descriptions for the library’s “Manuscripta Medi-
aevalia” website, a portal for digitized images of medieval 
manuscripts. I also translated several catalog entries for 
their upcoming exhibition on Hartmann Schedel, the hu-
manist, physician, and author of the Nürnberger Chronik, 
printed in 1493. I enjoyed contributing to a current proj-
ect, which also deepened my knowledge of printing his-
tory in Germany. 

Without exception, I found the staff members at the 
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek to be extremely knowledge-
able in their areas of expertise and responsibility; very 
generous in giving so much time to visitors, students, 
and trainees; and sympathetic in their attitude. 

Networking opportunities
Thanks to the invitation from BI-I, I attended the 103rd 
Deutscher Bibliothekartag in Bremen in early June. At 
the library conference, attended by some 4,000 people, 
I listened to sessions about international exchange and 
librarianship, digital projects, and ebooks, and I gave a 
short presentation on my program experiences. I joined 
a number of special events for international guests, in-
cluding an orientation session, tours of the city and the 
historic Ratskeller, and the mayor’s reception, held in 
the upper council chamber of the old town hall. The in-
formal interactions gave me an opportunity to meet 
librarians from the Czech Republic, France, Poland, 
Switzerland, and the UK.

I was impressed with the friendliness of conference 
librarians, some of whom spontaneously engaged me in 
conversation or sought me out after a session, curious 
about my professional background and experience on 
the exchange program. I enjoyed the enthusiastic con-
versations and welcomed the opportunity to learn about 
libraries and library practices in Europe.

The German-American library exchange program 
takes the difficulty out of arranging one’s practicum. 
Thanks to the program staff at ALA, BIB, BI-I, and the 
librarians in Germany, the experience was spectacular 
and will be one that I will long remember. I would rec-
ommend it to anyone wishing to jump-start or enhance 
one’s career, or to anyone dreaming about other possi-
bilities in life. ❚

DIANE E. BOOTON received her master’s from 
Simmons College, Boston, and her PhD from New 
York University. Her research interests include the 
production, marketing, and transmission of ideas in 
medieval and early modern France. Her publications 
include Manuscripts, Market, and the Transition to 
Print in Late Medieval Brittany (Ashgate, 2010) and a 
chapter in The Cultural and Political Legacy of Anne de 

Bretagne, ed. Cynthia J. Brown (Boydell & Brewer, 2010).

The Bayerische Staatsbibliothek in Munich (left) and the upper council chamber of 
the old town hall in Bremen, Germany. 


