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ABSTRACT
The new librarian is disadvantaged by a lack of experience and knowledge, and as a result faces many barriers to professional and career development. The new librarian needs to be a proactive opportunist in order to work towards achieving career goals. They also need a little luck.

Grateful to be offered a three-month contract as an entry-level reference librarian at RMIT University, I soon realised it was a more administrative role than I would have liked, involving roster-writing and a great deal of photocopying. One could sit back, enjoy the excellent pay and rejoice in the fact that all of one’s hard work at university had finally paid off, but for me, it wasn’t enough.

My quest was to:

· Gain an extension to my contract or a permanent position

· Gain experience which could lead to more responsibility or a higher-level job

· Gain higher-level skills such as leadership, public speaking, professional writing and advanced technology skills
I faced many barriers common to the new librarian, but with a combination of luck, hard work and determination, I managed to break down a number of these barriers.

This paper will reflect on the various employment and professional development barriers that I have encountered in my position, and how these barriers can be overcome. As an example, my involvement with the 21 Lunges Web 2.0 education program, the RMIT version of 23 Things, will be covered, which offered me a number of opportunities to break down professional development barriers.
Introduction

New librarians are disadvantaged by a lack of knowledge and experience, and as a result face many barriers to professional and career development. They need to be a proactive opportunist in order to work towards achieving career goals. Grateful to be offered a three-month contract as an entry-level reference librarian at RMIT University, I soon realised it was a more administrative role than I would have liked, involving roster-writing and a great deal of photocopying. Desiring to learn more and move up in the library profession, I worked hard to gain the skills to obtain a permanent job and higher-level contracts, and to build higher-level skills such as leadership, public speaking, professional writing and advanced technology skills.

This paper reflects on my own experiences and the experiences of other new librarians both through personal email correspondence and via the literature. I will show that my own experiences are not unique and that there are a number of things which new librarians can do to be successful in achieving their career and professional development goals. Barriers to these goals can be broken down with a combination of luck, hard work and determination. 
Background leading to employment at RMIT University
I completed the Master of Information Management at the Queensland University of Technology (QUT), Brisbane in mid-2006, and through a friend who already worked there, gained a six-week contract as a Reference Librarian in the Gardens Point Library. This gave me the relevant experience, however short, to assist me in becoming the top candidate for the position I gained at RMIT University (RMIT). Even though this paper is not about getting your first job as a librarian, I would like to give some background on how hard it was for me, as I’m sure there will be many people at the 4th ALIA New Librarian’s Symposium (NLS4) who have graduated but have yet to get their first job. 

At NLS3, I was just finishing my QUT contract and had no prospects on the horizon. It was back to my retail job, which I desperately wanted to leave. Since I had finished studying in July, I had applied for everything available in Brisbane and Melbourne. My long-term aim was to move to Melbourne, but I would take anything just to get some experience. During that time, I failed to get any interviews, so I was extremely fortunate to get a contract at QUT through a friend, who recommended me for the job. However, discouragement set in again when the contract ended just prior to NLS3. I was keen to hear at the symposium, any information on how to get my first permanent job, or a contract that was longer than six weeks and leading to an extension. What I did hear was a lot of people talking about their jobs and how well their careers were progressing. That was not very encouraging for me at the time. 
I took advantage of the resume review, only to be told that it was fine and they didn’t have any suggestions. Then why was I not getting interviews? My breakthrough came thanks to the aliaNEWGRAD list. I always submitted exactly what was asked for in a job application. A cover letter was not specified so I did not include one. I wrote to the aliaNEWGRAD list and asked what other people were doing and I was told to always include a cover letter. 
In December, the full-time contract position of Library Officer (Information Services) at the RMIT University Business Library was advertised and I applied for it with a cover letter. My librarian friends gave me advice about how to answer the selection criteria, and having written so many I was getting quite expert at this by now. I received a call to say that I had an interview! I was told that it could be done over the phone, but I had some money put aside for the airfare to Melbourne, and wanted to show how much I wanted the job. My librarian friends also recommended that an interview in person was better. These wonderful friends of mine also prepped me on what to say in the interview, and the rest is history. 
My first job and beyond
My first job was as Acting Library Officer (Information Services) HEW 5 at RMIT. HEW 5 means Higher Education Worker and is a base-grade librarian level in the university sector. It was only a three-month full-time contract by the time I started, so given that I had already done a six-week part-time contract at QUT, it was not strictly my first job. However, as I have worked continuously at RMIT since I started in March 2007, I consider it my first “proper” job. 
My duties were:

· Perform daily shifts on the Information Desk (reference desk)
· Write the weekly Information Desk roster

· Maintain in-house publications (updating and photocopying)

· Provide support to liaison librarians and managers

· Give library tours and teach/assist basic information literacy classes

· Work with my manager on my own professional development

It took me a couple of months to gain confidence in my role and it was not until about four or five months later that I felt confident that I could successfully deal with any query that came to me on the Information Desk. Nearing the end of my contract I was informed that it would be extended for another six months as the librarian who had caused the vacancy two levels up the line had his contract elsewhere extended. Shortly after this, the same librarian confirmed that he would not be returning to his position. Management were very happy with the three of us who had been backfilling roles, and since we had been acting in these positions for a substantial period, we were all made permanent. In other words, I hit the jackpot with this job – permanent full-time after only four months! I was very excited to say the least. 
In November 2007, the librarian now permanent in the vacated HEW 7 role also gained a secondment in another library. As a result, the permanent HEW 6 librarian and I were moved up respectively with a six-month contract, later extended to eight months. So my next position was: Acting Reference Liaison Librarian, Support for International Business, Logistics and Supply Chain Management, HEW 6. My duties were: 

· Perform daily shifts on the Information Desk

· Provide liaison support in the areas of International Business, Logistics and Supply Chain Management

· Collection development in those areas

· Teach information literacy classes 

· Participate in various projects as requested by the Library Manager

· Administrate and provide training for the Ask a Librarian service

· Work with my manager on my own professional development

Due to the secondment of another librarian in April 2008, after expressing my interest with a brief response to the selection criteria, I gained a HEW 7 contract to last three months as Acting School Liaison Librarian for Economics, Finance and Marketing, HEW 7. My duties were similar but working at a higher level. At the end of that contract in mid-July, rather than going back to the HEW 6 role, I again had the opportunity to take a contract HEW 7 position, which I am currently in: Acting School Liaison Librarian for Business TAFE HEW 7. The duties are the same as the previous position, however the school has changed. The contract will end in late September. I am currently applying for the permanent HEW 6 position as it has become available.
My experiences

When I first started at RMIT, I had a lot to learn about the university, the library resources, and what was expected of me in my role. After several months I gained confidence in my role and found that with more than half of my duties being administrative in nature, I needed to actively seek tasks more to do with reference and liaison work. I found that if I did not ask for any extra work, it would not be offered, and that if I only did what was required of me, I would never get the experience needed to gain a higher position. 
So I worked hard and volunteered my services to other staff. Whenever I was given a task I would complete it as quickly and as thoroughly as I could. At times I erred on the side of saying yes to everyone and then had far too much work to do, however I managed to please everyone in the end. One interesting task was assisting a group of liaison librarians from various library sites with a database review, comparing it with similar products. I learned a lot about the selection of electronic resources during that project. I took up relevant staff development opportunities as they came up. RMIT offers staff an excellent range of staff development opportunities, so I did not have to look further than the library intranet and staff development emails for relevant opportunities. 

I applied for a HEW 6 project position at another branch, but did not get it, however this demonstrated that I was interested in moving up to a more responsible position. Around the time I started the HEW 6 contract, I volunteered to be a Web 2.0 “Champion” at my library site for the 21 Lunges Web 2.0 education program, the RMIT version of 23 Things. This role involved helping to create the program and assisting staff at my site to complete the program. In preparation, I did the 23 Things and learnt a lot about Web 2.0 technology. I wrote two of the 21 Lunges modules, and since the program started, have taken time each week to check on other staff’s progress within my library. With the prize incentives being inadequate to get most staff signed up from the start, I sent around reminder emails and organised a training session on what aspects of Web 2.0 could be directly relevant and useful to us at the Business Library. I also attended and contributed to meetings with other Web 2.0 “Champions”, to discuss measures we could take to encourage more staff to complete the program. As a part of this, I attended the Beyond the Hype 2008: Web 2.0 symposium in Brisbane. The symposium was a great opportunity to learn and talk with people about Web 2.0 technology and its application in libraries. 
This 21 Lunges experience has: broadened my knowledge and skills in new technologies; given me leadership experience and skills; shown myself to others at my site and throughout the rest of the library as motivated, keen and capable of taking on extra projects outside my normal duties.  

By the time I started in the HEW 6 role, I was ready and keen for the extra challenge in my work. It was a little daunting, but I knew I could do the job, and set myself the task of gaining more knowledge in order to become more of an expert in business information, in particular within my liaison areas. As part of this role I was also beginning to assist with and teach EndNote classes. 
When my manager suggested that I write a paper for NLS4, I was initially terrified. I went to NLS3 and knew how many peers would be there listening to my presentation. I felt that I could not say no, and my manager gave me fairly good reasons to do it:
· In order to be accepted at conferences/symposiums, you often need experience, and the NLS is ideal for new librarians to get that first experience

· I would enhance my public speaking and written skills/experience
· I would improve my knowledge/skills in using EndNote, which I don’t normally have the chance to use

In line with the theme of this symposium, by writing a paper and presenting at a symposium, I would break down a number of professional development barriers. So in the end the decision was quite easy, and obviously I took up the challenge. 
A month or so before the HEW 7 opportunity came along, there was talk about the possible vacancy, and my unofficial mentor encouraged me to consider it as she thought that I could do it. My own opinion of myself would have held me back, but her confidence in my abilities started me thinking about the possibility. So by the time the expression of interest was requested, I was ready to take the challenge. Apart from continuing with the 21 Lunges program, I have not been involved in any special projects, rather spending most of my time performing regular duties. The biggest challenge in the new role was spending the budget in time. I spent most of my time until recently just buying books. It is not the most exciting part of the job, but an essential one and I have gained excellent experience in the process. As opposed to the HEW 6 role, I had a lot more contact with lecturers, which was a confidence-building exercise that I have found invaluable. I also initiated the process to trial and buy a new database to fill an information gap in the Business Library. There are many irregular duties to learn about in the HEW 7 role and it takes a lot of time to experience them all.


Following the end of the first HEW 7 contract I was asked to fill another HEW 7 role, which of course I accepted. I have been very fortunate to have had so many excellent opportunities come my way, but I may not have been considered capable enough if I had not worked hard and promoted myself. To recap before I move on, some of the ways I have broken down barriers to professional development and employment are: 

· Actively seeking advice from colleagues

· Volunteering for work and projects

· Taking initiative in Web 2.0 “Champion” role

· Attending professional development opportunities

· Seeking promotions

· Accepting a challenge to present and this symposium

Next I will look at the experiences of other new librarians with the combination of personal email correspondence, and published literature, and with some comparison to my own experiences. 
Other new librarian experiences

Contract work seems to be the most common way for new librarians to get a foot in the door and work their way up. A study conducted in 2005 on graduate employment outcomes for librarianship graduates from Curtin University of Technology who graduated the years 1998-2002, looks at a number of employment aspects including the continuity of employment (Genoni & Smith 2005). This study showed that 81.8% of graduates were employed continuously after they graduated, with 9.1% employed casually, but continuously, and 5.7% with long periods of unemployment. Statistics covering all librarianship and records management courses show that 81.3% had a permanent job, with 12.1% on a contract and 5.6% working casually. To put these results into perspective, it is important to note that the survey was done 18 months after graduation, so one would assume that where some may have started on a contract or as a casual, they would have had the time to gain a permanent position. My first permanent position came 12 months after my graduation. 

Although these results are not current and only represent the graduates of one university, they may yet give new librarians some hope that the job market is not quite as bad as recent talk has suggested it is. Comments on Bhatt’s weblog (2008), give anecdotal accounts of a lack of jobs for new librarians. Wilson (2005), also admits doubt about the supposed librarian shortage to come due to an aging workforce. However, from these and many other readings on the issue of employment for new librarians, the main reason for new librarians not finding work is a lack of work experience, with the chicken and the egg scenario: You need experience to get a job, but you can’t get experience without first getting a job. 
Holt and Strock (2005) talk about new librarians in America unsuccessfully applying for entry-level positions, which instead were going to librarians with several years of experience. As I came to realise (too late), you need to get experience while you are still studying. Those friends of mine who had a job to go to at the end of their degree were the ones who got casual and contract work in libraries while they were still studying. I failed to take an opportunity of casual work while I was studying, preferring to stay with my ongoing job in the retail industry. Although it all worked out in the end for me, it did take me an extra four to five months to get my first experience working in a library after graduation. 
Due to a lack of Australian literature on the topic of new librarians, I decided to email a few friends and work colleagues to compare their experiences as new librarians with mine. I got seven responses and each one had a similar story to tell. They started with a contract or casual job, and either progressed to further contracts or a permanent position. 
Via email correspondence on 5 August 2008, J. Thomas said:

My first job was actually very easy to get. Halfway through my course I was sent an email from my course coordinator while I was on a work placement, saying that QUT Library was looking for someone to fill a seven-week contract, for 20 hours a week. I replied immediately saying yes I was interested, and I started a week later. The seven-week contract turned into an eight-month contract. I was promoted from doing pure virtual reference to acting as reference librarian for the Business team while the occupant was on secondment.  After this contract I was then encouraged to apply for a liaison librarian position at QUT, which was a contract for one year. I went through the interview round and I didn't get this role, but another six-month contract as LL came up, which I did get, as the second successful applicant. This contract was extended to 18 months, and I have since become permanent in this role, through application. Basically I got my promotions through luck and application.
N. Doessel, via email on 4 August 2008, had some great advice regarding moving up within the library ranks: 

The other way to get a “promotion” is to leave your current job. I have moved up quickly partly (I think) because I have moved jobs a lot. Staying in the same job for years there is sometimes a perceived “waiting” or “doing your dues” period before you will be promoted. However if you work contract, or move jobs relatively frequently, you can get the experience you need to move into another higher level job at another workplace. That said, I don’t think moving is always the best thing either, as you may not get the same depth of experiences in terms of doing a job that you get over a longer period. But I think once you’re bored in your job and you’ve tried to get more out of it, and you’re still bored, it’s time to move on – and usually up.
All of the people I asked, I already knew to be very self-motivated, but it was for that reason that I chose to ask them. It takes motivation and hard work to move through the ranks, and through mine and other’s observations, those who are not motivated never make the most of opportunities presented, rather remaining where they are, happy or not. P. King, via email on 7 August 2008, said, ‘I would consider my attitude to be very positive. I did not sit back and relax at all, when given an opportunity to gain new experiences I took it. I was very self-motivated and attended staff development opportunities when I could. I showed enthusiasm to learn.’
A common theme was self-promotion through actively gaining skills and demonstrating a good attitude towards their work. R. Rata, via email on 7 August 2008, said:

I continuously applied for positions within the library. I was prepared to move sideways as this enabled me to network with new staff at different branches and different sections. I made myself and my abilities known to as many colleagues as possible. I would meet with my supervisor to express interest in training that would enhance my skill set which in turn would improve my chances of getting other positions. I was prepared to do anything if it was going to get me noticed. I didn’t get every job that I applied for, but I was never discouraged to keep going for it.

Regarding professional development opportunities in the workplace, C. Barnett, via email on 31 July 2008, said, ‘We have a great deal of support at RMIT. BUT this is not just a workplace responsibility – you need to take on responsibility yourself also… I also try to engage with professional associations and have informal mentoring etc. You can’t just wait for the workplace to give you all the tools you need for your future.’ Mentoring, whether official or unofficial, came up in most of the emails. For me it was a great way to get perspective and see things from a much more experienced person’s point of view. C. Plowman (email correspondence on 7th August 2008) was given an official mentor, but ‘on the side I cultivated about three other unofficial mentors. Basically in such an encouraging environment it was more of a matter of jumping on the opportunities offered.’
A final and extremely important tip for new librarians, whether in their first job or yet to get one, is to do with job interviews. I have already talked about my experience with job interviews, and N. Doessel (email correspondence on 4 August 2008) on applying for a job said that she, ‘worked so hard on both my application and interview technique that I beat out other (more experience and qualified) applicants. If memory serves me correctly the previous time I’d put together a selection criteria that totally bombed – I didn’t even get an interview, so I got help, advice, and examples of other people’s and made mine fail-proof the next time.’
The new librarian’s “to-do list”
Apart from being able to deduce a good list of things to do from mine and others experiences, I also found quite a few recommendations in literature. Tennant (2003, p. 28), talks about strategies for keeping current, which are just as relevant to the new librarian. He recommends that you ‘learn as you breathe’, ‘make strategic learning decisions’, ‘learn by doing’, and ‘be responsible’. The first four are fairly self-explanatory, however the last one refers to taking responsibility for your own learning. Other recommendations are to maintain documentation of what you do and to get involved professionally (Johnson et al. 2005). Documentation helps you to remember what you have done and can help to plan future professional development. It also helps when you are writing job applications and need excellent examples for the selection criteria.  
Cox (2007, pp. 245-7) has written a list of eight things that new librarians should aim to do: 

1. Meet people and get involved

2. Cultivate relationships

3. Cultivate mentors

4. Document what you do and/or write a manual

5. Get training, or read the literature in your area

6. Read!

7. Keep notes

8. Keep your resume/curriculum vita up to date

Other suggestions by DeCandido (1996) include: joining a listserv; learn from everything you do and experience; keep a work/life balance; make your own luck by creating your own, and taking advantage of, opportunities; create and embrace change; respect yourself and the profession; and write a publication.

So what is the ultimate new librarian’s “to-do list”? Influenced by the input of other new librarians and the wider profession through literature, I would suggest the following: 

1. Be extremely self-motivated and believe in yourself
2. Take advantage of any relevant opportunity that comes your way, and if none do, create your own

3. Get one or more mentors whether official or unofficial

4. Take responsibility for your own professional development and learn from everything you do

5. Perfect your job application and interview skills

6. Market yourself and show interest in progressing by applying for jobs even if they are above your level (but within reason – use your common sense or ask someone else’s opinion)

7. Be active in the profession – join a mailing list, join and attend ALIA functions, write a publication (taking the opportunity to write a paper has given me a new perspective of the profession, and has inspired me)
8. Stretch yourself – take on tasks that frighten you a little

9. Network with librarians within and outside your workplace

10. Document your work/professional development activities

I have tried to order them by importance, but all of them are almost equally important. 
Conclusion

The new librarian has a lot of choices to make regarding how they will approach their work and career. They face many professional development, career and employment barriers, and rather than reinventing the wheel, they would benefit from the experiences of others in overcoming these. My first year and a half was quite successful through a combination of hard work, determination and luck. I was able to break down a number of professional development and employment barriers. Other new librarians’ correspondence and the literature suggest that my experiences are not unusual. With so much negative talk of the lack of jobs for new graduates, I wanted to show the other side of the coin where there are opportunities for those who are willing to take some initiative. A tried and true method is to get your foot in the door and move up from there, however, some luck is also required. This paper attempts to suggest a path for you; now it’s up to you to find your opportunities. 
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