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NEW REALITIES, 
NEW RELATIONSHIPSGot a secret? Pass it o n …

Recruiting new librarians

by Lynn Chmelir

W hat a p leasant surprise to  b e  greeted  as I 
boarded an ALA bus last winter by the 30- 
year-old version of a person I once knew as a

year-old first-year student. I sat beside her and w e 
renew ed our acquaintance as the bus m ade the 
rounds o f the hotels. I had been her advisor many 
years ago w hen she entered college as an  unde­
clared major. As I w orked with her that year, she 
struggled to find the right n iche in academ e in 
order to declare a major. Like m any students, she 
arrived at college with a keen  intellect, m any in­
terests, and little notion o f w hat career path  she 
might pursue. Although I had no recollection, she 
told m e that I once m entioned that she w as ex­
actly the right kind of person to consider a career 
as an  academ ic librarian. I also to ld  he r it w as 
challenging and interesting w ork that I personally 
enjoyed every day. She filed the conversation away, 
declared creative writing as her major, moved on to 
an advisor in the English department, became an 
excellent library user, graduated, got her MFA in 
creative writing, and eventually taught English. The 
upshot of the story, o f course, is that after several 
years of teaching, she changed her mind and went 
to graduate library school. She now  is happily em­
ployed as an instiuction/reference librarian at a com­
munity college library in California! As the bus pulled 
up to my hotel stop, she thanked me for planting a 
seed that eventually led to a fulfilling career.

I relate this story because it is clear that w e  are 
reaching a staffing crisis in our profession. Many 
of us w ith gray hair will b e  retiring in the next 
decade and new  librarians are needed to lead and 
staff academic libraries. Mary  Jo  Lynch noted re­
cently that over 15 percent of librarians will reach

n

the traditional retirement age of 65 betw een 2005 
and  2009, w ith ano ther 20 percent retiring b e ­

 18tw- een  2010 a n d  2014.1 Jo h n  Berry,2 Lany 
Hardesty,3 and Paula Kaufm an1 have all written 
recently about the recruiting crisis and ACRL has 
drafted  a w hite  p ap er on  the  topic.5 H elen 
Spalding, our ACRL president, has chosen recruit­
m ent to the profession as an important aspect of 
her presidential year theme, “New Realities, New 
Relationships.” Although the w ork that librarians 
do  is challenging and creative, the profession lacks 
a high profile. The general public hasn ’t a clue 
w hat librarians do  and that makes recruiting diffi­
cult. M any o f us w h o  fo und  o u r w ay  into 
librarianship did it by an  accident o f som e sort— 
w e w orked in our college library or had a relative 
w h o  w as a librarian— so w e w ere privileged to 
gain some real insight into the fascinating aspects 
o f  the  w ork.

H o w  to  in flu en ce n e w  lib rarian s
That conversation on the bus reminded m e of the 
m any ways that academ ic librarians can, in the 
course  o f their daily w ork, b e  influential in 
mentoring new  librarians into the profession. We 
interact daily w ith o u r best source o f n ew  re­
cruits—our undergraduate students. Many of them 
w ork in the library and others are frequent library 
users. Some of our paraprofessional staff m em ­
bers m ay be w orking in the library to  try out li­
brary w ork as a professional career. We need  to 
become more intentional in making sure that likely 
prospects understand what librarians do  and why 
they might be interested in a library career. Here 
are som e of the strategies m y colleagues and  I
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have em ployed— som etim es intentionally and 
sometimes not—to encourage our students and 
paraprofessional colleagues to attend graduate 
school and pursue library careers.

Almost every college or university has a career 
services department that helps undergraduates to 
explore career options, to secure employment, or to 
attend graduate school. Getting to know the people 
w ho administer these programs is important so that 
they understand that academic librarianship, with 
its myriad of specialties, can be a logical career choice 
for students from almost any undergraduate major. 
Keep them supplied with information about gradu­
ate programs and scholarship opportunities. (See 
the  sidebar below  for resources.) Career services 
often hold job fairs and graduate school fairs that 
can feature information about library schools and 
librariansltip along with the other typical offerings. 
Vibrant and enthusiastic librarians should be  on 
hand to prom ote librarianship and answer ques­
tions. Career services may also sponsor a program 
series with speakers from various occupations. Ar­
ticulate colleagues from nearby libraries are good 
speakers to feature in the line-up every year.

At m any institutions, librarians m ay serve as 
advisors for undergraduate students, as I once did.

Recruiting for librarianship

• ACRL Recruiting B rochure: h ttp :/ /  
www.acrl.oig, click on  “Issues & Advocacy,” 
then “Recruiting to the Profession.”

• ALA Office for Diversity Resources for 
New Recruits: http://www.ala.org/diversity, 
click on  “Student Resources.”

• A C a ree r in R eferen ce  Services: 
h ttp ://w w w .ala .o rg /R U S A , click o n  “Ca­
reers in Reference.”

•  Careers in Libraries: h ttp ://w w w .ala . 
org/hrdr/, click o n  “Careers in Libraries.”

•  D irectory o f Library and  Inform ation 
Science Programs: http://www.ala.oig/, click 
o n  “Education & Careers,” then  “Accredited 
Programs.”

•  ALA A ccred ited  LIS P ro g ram s th a t 
Provide Distance Education Opportunities: 
http://w w w .ala.org/, click on  “Education & 
Careers,” then  “Accredited Programs.”

•  ALA Scholarship Program : h t tp : / /  
w w w .ala.o rg /hrdr/, click o n  “ALA Scholar­
ship Programs.”

•  S p e c tru m  S c h o la rsh ip s : h t t p : / /  
www.ala.org/spectrum/

This presents another opportunity to spread the 
word about librarianship as a career possibility. Of­
ten the students that are assigned to librarians have 
not declared a major. They are generalists by nature 
and often exactly the kind o f people  that w ould 
enjoy working as a librarian if they understood more 
about the nature o f the profession. Faculty col­
leagues in the disciplines w ho  understand that 
librarianship is an excellent career path for some of 
their majors are excellent allies in recruiting.

Most students w ork in the library by accident, 
not intention, since it is one o f the large cam pus 
employers. As student workers become acclimated 
to their work, it becom es clear that some of them 
develop a special affinity for the library. As they 
learn m ore about w hat the library is and  how  it 
works, they become enthusiastic and begin to talk 
w ith their supervisors about m ore than just the 
details o f their assigned tasks. W hen this happens, 
they can be encouraged to learn m ore if offered 
challenging new  responsibilities that give them  
broader insight. Students are quite capable of per­
form ing high level w ork that often is assigned to 
staff, such as copy cataloging, systems support, 
interlibrary lending and borrowing, communicat­
ing with library vendors, working with serials and 
acquisitions systems, maintaining Web pages, and 
supervising the w ork of other students at service 
points. They can  b e  trained  to  d o  triage at the 
reference desk and are wonderful floaters to offer 
hands-on assistance in library instruction classes. 
Providing student workers with these special op ­
portunities to learn about libraries m eans an  in­
vestment in training, to be  sure, but usually these 
students remain as valued employees for their en­
tire undergraduate careers. And som e go o n  to 
become librarians.

Talking with these students about the work we 
do—the “why” as well as the “what”—helps them 
understand more about professional work. Let them 
know the options as decisions are being made. Ask 
them to help with literature searches, statistics gath­
ering, planning, and report writing. Invite them  to 
attend staff meetings, to take minutes perhaps. Let 
them  help with professional tasks like organizing 
registration for a  local conference and then attend­
ing to help on-site. Let them help organize the an­
nual Job Shadow Day in conjunction with the local 
high school or other programs w here you plan to 
encourage even younger people to become librar­
ians. Be prepared with information about library 
schools, scholarships and financial aid, and various 
career options. Put them in touch with librarians at 
o ther institutions if they have a special interest.

http://www.acrl.oig
http://www.ala.org/diversity
http://www.ala.org/RUSA
http://www.ala
http://www.ala.oig/
http://www.ala.org/
http://www.ala.org/hrdr/
http://www.ala.org/spectrum/
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Your colleagues at public and special libraries can 
help them learn about children’s services or law and 
medical librarianship. Elaine Yontz suggests hosting 
a pizza dinner occasionally for student workers with 
a program that promotes librarianship as a career 
opportunity.6 Consider creating a  brochure and de­
veloping a Web page on library careers for your 
library site that lias links to some of the resources 
listed in the sidebar. Use exhibit space to promote 
librarianship as one answer to the question: “What 
do  I do  with a major in Spanish?” (and any other 
major).

Many of the same strategies can be used to en­
courage paraprofessional staff members w ho are 
interested in librarianship. Opportunities for cross 
training in a variety o f departments help them to 
view different aspects of the w ork and to interact 
with a wide variety of library professionals. Help 
them to learn about different libraries by assigning 
them to participate in consortium and cooperative 
activities. Encourage membership in professional 
organizations and attendance at local conferences. 
Since many paraprofessionals are place bound, talk 
with them  about the advantages o f the excellent 
new  graduate library programs that are offered for 
distance learners. They can often take advantage of 
these programs while still employed. If they enroll 
in a distance program, are there ways to support 
their studies w ith release time or other benefits? 
Give them added professional responsibilities as they 
complete their graduate school program and help 
them in their search for a professional job.

Encouraging students and paraprofession­
als to a ttend graduate library school is often an 
informal process, bu t at som e institutions it is 
becom ing a programmatic initiative. At my ow n 
institution, the library faculty has recently ap ­
p o in te d  a n  a d -h o c  c o m m itte e  to  fo s te r  
m entoring. ACRL and o ther ALA divisions p ro­
vide he lp  to stay abreast o f  curren t inform a­
tion on  the ALA W eb site, including som e ex­
cellent recruiting brochures.

Academic librarianship is exciting and chal­
lenging w ork. Pass the word!
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