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Abstract

Fresh from University, many new graduates find themselves facing challenging barriers to employment that their degree in librarianship or information science does adequately  prepare them to meet. With 62.4% of the workforce over the age of 45 and only 17.1% under 35 (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2008), the new librarian finds themselves facing a diverse range of attitudes and expectations spanning a number of generations within the profession.
Introduction

The Library industry in Australia is fairly unique. Compared to other industries, there is a higher rate of female employees (16% are male) and a large proportion is working part-time (31%).  In general, as government or education sector employees, librarians have access to flexible work conditions, good benefits and excellent parental leave conditions making it an attractive industry for people interested in education, research and customer service.
A closer examination reveals;

· Librarian earnings are above the average (in the 70th percentile).

· On average, Librarians work a 35 hour week compared to 41.8 hours for all other occupations

· Unemployment in the library sector is below the average

What is also interesting, are the job prospects for librarians. It has been a profession in which employment rates have risen for the last five years with low unemployment (30.8% growth compared to 12.8% in all other occupations) however; analysts predict a drop in growth in the coming years. With a median age of 47, a larger percentage of the workforce are over the age of 55 (21.4% compared to 14.7% in other occupations) and a drop in employment growth, the majority of new job openings will come from workers leaving the profession  (96%). (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2008). 

So what does this mean for new graduates? Within the coming years there is likely to be a shrinkage of entry level positions as the employment growth drops, and current global economic uncertainties restrict job movement and push the retirement age higher. The result will be more competition for entry level positions meaning new graduates are going to have to find ways to capitalise on their skills and attributes if they want to be competitive.

Barriers to professional employment

Both authors took very different routes to their current positions as Faculty Liaison Librarians at the University of Sydney however; they both came up against similar barriers trying to gain work-place experience and navigating the application and interview process. Both found that a lack of suitable entry level positions and competition, for those that were advertised, made it difficult to ‘break’ into the profession.

In order to determine if our barriers were a common experience, we conducted a survey of librarians and information science students through the ALIA Newgrads elist, who identify themselves as ‘new graduates’. We had 80 responses to our online survey and were able to determine a set of perceived barriers based on their responses.  Identified barriers included:

· New graduates lack the professional experience required by many positions.

· There is a lack of suitable professional entry level positions.

· The industry is dominated by aging professionals afraid of the new generation of librarian.

The librarian qualification, both as an undergraduate or postgraduate course, provides the graduate with the philosophical underpinnings of our profession.  What a graduate lacks however, is practical experience that will give them the confidence to apply for those positions that require any degree of professional experience. As the nature of information management and delivery changes, librarians have an increasing need for educational skills such as instructional design and teaching, and technical skills such as web authoring and computer programming which are currently not a focus of all Information Science degree programs. Until they have been re-evaluated (we can see a role for ALIA in this process) new graduates will have to find other means of filling the skill and experience gaps. 

The second point, identified from our survey results, is that upon completing the academic qualification, there was the perception and expectation that there should be an abundance of entry level positions available and a lack of these is a failing of the industry and the educational institutions. Whilst librarianship has had considerably higher growth in employment compared to other occupations over the last five years, entry level employment will remain competitive due to the increasing number of library graduates and the lower rates of retirement by those reaching the traditional age (Australian Library and Information Association, [2006]). The end result is that most graduates will need to work hard before they get that first job that meets their employment expectations.  

This isn’t in itself necessarily a bad thing. Increased competitiveness promotes a competent and dynamic workforce. It can be quite disheartening to be on an interview panel and find that none of the applicants are suitable or capable of doing the advertised job.

The good news is that while there are not large amounts of explicitly entry level positions advertised, a new graduate has just as much chance at obtaining mid-level positions as someone who has been in the industry for a while. It can quite often come down to competency and ability to learn from experience in many instances. 

Lastly, a common perception amongst those entering the profession is that their age is often seen as a negative by the established workforce. The information science industry is not unique in that a typical workforce can span generations, but is unique in that the average age of the workforce is much older. 

In our survey we found that in a sample of 80 respondents, just over a third was under 30 and a quarter were over 40. This sample reflects the wider trend overseas (a survey by Genoni & Smith (2005) in the US found a similar profile), which means we should re-evaluate how we envision the majority of new librarians. Instead of fitting the tech-only profile of ‘generation Y’ who grew up plugged into the internet (DiGilio & Lynn-Nelson, 2004), new graduates look more like the ‘generation Xers’ who have grown up with both the written book and the internet revolution (Gordon, 2005). This means there is a role for the majority of our new graduates in the workplace as facilitators between the ‘baby boomers’ and the millennials that will begin to hit the industry in strength in the next 10 years. As a ‘bridge librarian’, they are well placed to build connections between the philosophies and professional values of both generations (Gordon, 2005). 

But the new graduates who do fit the millennial profile (a third of new librarians) feel that managers view them as lacking experience or loyalty to the organisation. It is also presumed they are automatically tech savvy (Gordon, 2006a). Conversely, those new graduates who are taking librarianship as a career change and are in their late 40s to 50s, often feel that they are viewed as having difficulty adapting to changing technology or their new career.

These stereotypes are rarely accurate but appear to be prevalent within the industry 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Gordon, 2006b; Lancaster, 2003; and indicated through our survey)
 There is little an individual can do to change this during the selection process apart from emphasising their skills and attributes that debunk these preconceptions. There are things that the younger generations can be doing in the workplace. New graduates should be looking to learn from the exiting generation – understanding the responsibilities and practices that are essential to our industry in preparation for our role as future managers. We can do this by emphasising our ability and desire to learn from good leadership and show a willingness to become involved in the future direction of our profession – not necessarily as change agents but as active members of an industry that is going through a change in the way resources and services are being delivered. In addition, the generation of new graduates that are moving into their second or third career have a wealth of knowledge they can impart to the library sector from their experiences in other fields. These are all essential elements that maintain the strength and focus of our profession and ensure we do not become stale or irrelevant. Lastly, everyone has a role in developing mutual respect with colleagues of all ages.

Overcoming these barriers

How to tackle a lack of Professional Skills

Possibly one of the most difficult barriers a new graduate will come across as they begin their professional life is trying to make their personal experience match the criteria indicated in the job application. Instead of waiting for a job to be advertised that calls for new graduates from our experiences there are things you can be doing to build up a better CV and improve your chances of employment. The following suggestions are based on our experiences and recommendations from the literature. 

Experience from other professions

There are many occupations that have skills that can be readily transferred into the information management sector.  The key is to demonstrate a competency in these areas and illustrate how they can be transferred to any prospective Library position.

Customer Service

The library sector is a predominantly service based industry, and as any frontline manager can tell you, good service stems from excellent interpersonal and communication skills. Skills gained working in the retail sector can be transferred to any library position that requires interaction with patrons.  As the trend in public libraries is to move towards more friendly and ‘book store’ style services, good customer service skills are an essential skill of any employee. 

Communication skills

People usually do not place enough emphasis on good communication skills, but it is just this that employers are often seeking. As the role of Librarians change from the traditional ‘guardian of knowledge’ to ‘information facilitators’ , the emphasis on being able to communicate effectively to our clients and even our colleagues is becoming paramount. Any previous role which incorporates the need for professional communication (and by this we mean email, phone, writing or in person) can be used to demonstrate these skills. Demonstrating good communication skills may seem a bit esoteric when interviewing for a job but it can help to think about the specific skills that these tasks require. An example is during a client interaction on a service point; you need to employ a range of abilities such as active listening, maintaining eye contact, using open body language and being able to interpret a clients request in order to produce a satisfactory outcome. Also the interaction that you have with the interview panel should be a testament to your communications skills

Teamwork

Teamwork is an essential part of almost any job and the skills you learn from it, such as communication with colleagues is a transferable skill from any previous experience. Employers are looking for someone who is able to work effectively in a team, participate in meetings and be part of projects.  Provide concrete examples of times when you part of a successful team and how you contributed to the teams’ success.

Conflict resolution

Any role that interacts directly with  people (whether clients or colleagues) involves  conflict resolution.  Any instances which you can use to demonstrate successful resolution of a difficult situation are directly applicable to a library role as Librarian, particularly within service roles or as examples of coping with workplace conflict.

Management

Within a library, there are many roles for team leaders,  managers and project managers. Even without a titled position, Librarians often manage and lead Library Technicians, Assistants and Administrative Staff and/or projects. Experience in managing or leading teams, whether it be in retail, professional office or even a student organisation can be used as demonstrated ability in this area. If you are like many graduates who are making a career change, you should not hesitate to bring across managerial experiences learnt in other sectors.

Other skills

 The skills listed above are by no means the only ones that are transferable into the library industry. Many of the criteria on job applications are for generic skills and can be addressed from wider occupational experience; so don’t dismiss the skills you do have – think about how they will be relevant to the job you are applying for and sell them!

Try Volunteering

If you are having difficulty finding library work in order to gain that essential experience on method for building up your CV is through volunteer work. Whilst volunteering in order to gain work experience is fairly uncommon in Australia, it happens quite readily in the UK and the US. As library positions become more competitive we may see this becoming more common here in future years. 

There are a number of different ways in which you can volunteer, and it doesn’t necessarily have to be full time. Even working one day a week can be enough to provide yourself with professional experience and provide concrete demonstrations of your abilities – essential for any job application or interview. You can approach NGOs or charity groups that take volunteers in other roles. Many public libraries accept volunteers and you will find that the National Library and State Libraries have established volunteer programs. There is also merit in approaching organisations within a field that you may be interested in working in such as health research or academic libraries.

We would always recommend that in volunteering you are always up-front when you approach the various institutions. It is quite reasonable to admit that you are volunteering in order to gain experience but in return it would generally go without saying that you should treat any volunteer work the same respect as a paid position.

Another side to volunteering are overseas placements and volunteer programs. There are a number of organisations that find and organise placements on your behalf. Apart from the personal and professional development these experiences offer, and the satisfaction of helping others in need, these placements are CV gold. Not only does it allow you to demonstrate the application of skills but it shows a dedication to helping others - a hallmark of the library profession. It also exposes you to other nationalities, cultures and mindsets within a professional practice – improving and expanding your world view and developing your problem solving and management skills.

Some useful organisations are listed below;

· Australian Youth Ambassadors for Development  for 18-30 years:  http://www.ayad.com.au/aspx/home.aspx   

· Australian Volunteers International:  http://www.australianvolunteers.com/   

· Volunteering for International Development from Australia:  http://www.vidavolunteers.com.au/aspx/home.aspx 

Take anything- Paraprofessional, Secondments, Acting roles and Short term opportunities

There is experience you may have working the library industry (paraprofessional) and experience at the professional level. Newlen and Switzer (2004) outline one of the key advantages of working in a paraprofessional role is that you become familiar with the organisation. You may need to play the waiting game for a professional position to become available but in the meantime you get to develop the internal knowledge which you can use as an advantage.  

Join employment agencies and take on any short term opportunities you can. This will give you practical and up to date experience. It might not be in the area you want to work but it will show you are flexible and can learn and adapt to different situations.  It might just be for 1 day but it could be in the section of the industry you want to steer you career towards and it may give you insight and experience into the work. And you never know – it also might turn into something more permanent.

Some employment agencies targeted to specific Library and Information positions are:

· Zenith Information Management Services: http://www.zenmgt.com/ 

· One Umbrella: http://www.oneumbrella.com.au/ 

Secondments and Acting roles are another way to broaden your experience. If you are already working in the industry and your organisation welcomes these opportunities jump at any chance you can to help gain experience. The more varied your work experiences  gives you the opportunity to explore different workplaces, develop confidence, gain new skills and knowledge, increase skill levels and network with others in the industry (Uthmann, 2005). 

Make friends – Peers, Mentors and networks

Creating a network of supportive colleagues is important in the job hunting process.  If you are already working in a library as a paraprofessional – let people know that you are seeking a professional position to progress your career.  Firstly they can act as a mentor by giving you advice about job seeking, help you get training in different areas and help you with the interview process. Secondly, if any training, personal development or suitable short term opportunities arise that could benefit you they may be able to recommend you as an interested applicant

 If you are new to the industry try getting involved in some of professional activities run around the different states. This could be joining specific email lists or attending conferences or training or even drinks in the pub. By building up a network you will meet new people, be able to discuss and troubleshoot ideas/problems and most importantly tap into their knowledge of the industry.

Study further - Vocational Training

Occasionally you will still find yourself without the experience you find necessary to land that job. This is where you will need to take matters into your own hands and seek out vocational training. This may seem a bit much to ask someone who has just finished a Masters or Graduate Diploma, but the reality is that in a competitive job market it is your skills and abilities that will give you an advantage. Vocational training can be in the form of community college course, TAFE courses, University courses (these can be taken as summer schools or non-matriculating units of study) and especially courses offered by professional bodies such as ALIA and CAVAL.

Some sites useful vocational training sites are:

· ALIA: http://www.alia.org.au/education/pd/pd.services/
· CAVAL: http://www.caval.edu.au 

You may not love it…

You have to travel for over an hour to get to work? You want to work in an academic library instead of a public library? You would prefer to work in the State library not that small research library?

From our experience every year of work within the library industry is a step in your career. You may not like the location, the type of work or even the people you work with, but the role is teaching you valuable library based skills and many of the core competencies of librarianship transfer quite happily across the field.

 “Take those opportunities; they give you new skills and experience to add to your resume”(Moran, 2005). Remember, you may not like the job but you are building for a better professional future.

And remember it does not have to be permanent…

The job is only a short term contract or part-time. Whilst this may not suit your expectations, it can be surprising how many short-term contracts turn into a full-time position. Quite often it is someone on parental leave or a secondment who decides not to come back. More often than not, if you show competency in a position the workplace will try and find another way to keep you on when your contract ends. Short term contracts can be very useful for the new graduate as employers do not expect someone to revolutionise the position in the time they are there but learn the ropes and keep business running as usual. However short term contracts do give you the opportunity to work on the skills you may lack. Get involved in any project work or other unique opportunities as these will stand out on your CV. 

A clear example is the careers of both Kathy and Matthew. Matthew converted a nine month contract into a full time permanent position within five months; Kathy used a parental leave replacement and an acting role to gain essential experience at a more senior level.

A similar story holds for part-time work. Whilst it may make your financial situation not as satisfactory as you would like it, it need not be permanent. Any experience is good experience, even if it is only part-time.

Work at it

Lastly, it should be pointed out that it can take time to find that first position based on factors such as the cycle of job availability, the number of job seekers and the affects of the economy on the employment market.  Don’t be discouraged if it takes a year or longer, this is common amongst graduates here and overseas (Pergander, 2007).

Getting the job

Your CV

In Australia, your CV is an important, but by no means the most crucial, part of a job application. It acts as a catalogue of your working history, education, qualifications and skills.

A few things are worth considering when putting together a CV for a job;

· You do not need to put your age, nationality or marital status on a CV.

· Tailor your CV to suit the job you are going for. By this we mean highlighting the qualifications, training or skills that will be beneficial for that position. If you are applying for a research librarian position, they do not need to know what subjects you did for your HSC or about your RSA.

· Ensure you have enough referees and make sure they are credible. It is often good practice to have an additional referee down in case either of your nominated people cannot be contacted.  Make sure your referees know you are applying for a job and give them copies of the job advertisement and your application to help them prepare for any questions.

· Don’t make it too long – if 30 people are applying for the same job the interview panel is not going to study your CV. Outline and highlight key achievements, jobs and qualifications and make the content succinct and to the point. 

The Application

The application or cover letter is the first step towards getting a job, and it is quite often the part that people get wrong.

To understand what makes a successful application you first need to understand how they are used by the employers. Essentially they are a tool for narrowing down a pool of applicants to individuals who are best suited to the job.  Any position can have up to 50 or more applications and the interview panel need a way to screen out applicants who are not appointable or lack the relevant skills or qualifications and highlight those that will be worth interviewing. This is where the selection criteria comes into play.

But firstly, and this is particularly relevant if the position does not have any obvious selection criteria (as can be seen in advertisements for positions in private organisations), you should do some research on the position. Talk to the contact person and ask them about the position and if necessary what in particular they are looking for. Inquire about the challenges facing the organisation and the general direction the organisation is taking. Not only will this help you to focus your application, but will be very useful during the interview. You should also consider visiting the organisation or library to get an idea of how the workplace appears to run and a picture of the client group and the way the library is used. Of course this may be difficult when the position is in a private company or research organisation but is perfectly fine for an academic, state or public library.

The Selection Criteria

 The most common mistake made by unsuccessful applicants is a failure to adequately demonstrate experience or competency in skills, or even address the selection criteria at all. It may seem like simple advice; ‘address the selection criteria’, but it is a constant disappointment for employers to find a good CV but be unable to interview a candidate because they haven’t provided adequate coverage of the criteria that is used to select the interview pool.

Provide concrete examples

It is not sufficient to state “I have extensive experience using an automated library system” when addressing an essential criteria point. Try to avoid the use of unsupported self-aggrandised statements. What the employer is looking for is demonstrated ability, evidence of achievements and the impact you have (Villiers, 2000). You need to consider situations in which you had to apply knowledge or consider talking more in depth on how deep your knowledge in this area goes.

Examples of this are;


“I have extensive experience using an automated library system in particular; Unicorn Voyager and III Millennium. In both of these systems I have used the acquisitions and cataloguing modules to invoice, receive and accession items on a regular basis, and routinely use the circulation and bookings modules during circulation duties.”


“I have experience designing and running information literacy classes. The majority of classes were based on the use of library resources, such as finding evidence based medicine through Medline. I have an understanding of the principles of class design and can readily produce course outlines, worksheets and instructional presentations. One example of a successful information literacy class was an embedded program within the undergraduate nursing program where I provided a one hour class to first year students on the effective use of databases and principles of referencing. I employ a number of instructional methods in my classes but the majority of instruction is hands-on.”

Essential versus Desirable criteria

Often duty statements include both essential and desirable criteria. To be considered for most positions you will need to meet all of the essential criteria as they are required to do the job.  Desirable criteria could be used by the interview panel to further cull a large number of applicants. If you do not meet any of the desirable criteria it is worthwhile to relate any transferable skills/experience you do have to the criteria than put in nothing at all. Try not to use negative words such as “not” or “never” as you don’t want the interview panel to be drawn to pessimistic words. Instead turn the criteria into a positive; for example: 

“I believe that my experience while working in a call centre and at a bookstore has given me the skills and knowledge to deal with a range of clients from different ages and backgrounds that you would see in a public library” 

How do you address criteria that you do not meet? 

Look at the criteria. What skills are required to perform this task?  

The first piece of advice is to see what skills can be transferred (Villiers, 2000). Let us take the example of a criterion that calls for experience designing and running instructional classes. You may not have performed this professionally before but you can go part way by highlighting that you understand the principles and theory of teaching and learning and use examples of a situation that involves similar skills. In your application this might look like;


“I have an excellent understanding of the principles of instructional design through units taken in my graduate degree, including the importance of feedback and pre and post-testing to evaluate and refine class design and presentation. I have used many of the principles of adult teaching during orientation training I run for new employees in the bookstore.”

Secondly, look for a related area where you can show ability. An example of this, taking our previous criteria, is that you don’t have experience designing information literacy classes, but have developed instructional in-house manuals that are used by staff members learning the company’s software and systems.

Sometimes you just cannot feign your experience.  If you are looking for a career in an academic library and every duty statement asks for teaching experience that you lack, it is time to reassess your skills and look at ways to gain them (look at the earlier part of this paper for some tips).

Lastly it’s important to never leave a selection criteria point unaddressed. Even if you have no hope of showing ability in this point you should highlight that you are competent and willing to learn (Villiers, 2000). 

The interview

Prepare yourself

The interview is usually the most daunting part of the job hunting process. The first step is to thoroughly read the selection criteria and duties. In most cases, the interview questions will relate to each criterion. Think of examples that you could use to demonstrate competency in each. Having a mental bank of examples (both positive and negative) will help you during the interview and you will be less likely to panic trying to think of one. For each of these examples consider what you would do differently (even if you feel you would not do anything differently). Most employers value the ability to reflect on performance and identify areas of weakness or potential change. In some instances you may find it useful to write down some notes in dot point form to refer to during the interview if you have a memory lapse. At the professional level of jobs you are applying for this is perfectly acceptable (as long as you don’t rely on your notes during the entire interview). It is always best practice to check with the interviewing panel before you go in if they mind whether you refer to your notes.

Research the organisation to find out more information about the structure, programs and goals. You will be able to find most of this information on the library website or through the contact person. If you have an idea of the direction of the library you can tailor your answers to suit the organisation. It will also allow you to pose questions to the group, demonstrating that you have researched the role and have an active interest in the position.

Collect interview questions from jobs for which you were not the successful applicants. Review your responses and reflect on how you would have improved your answers.. Hindsight is a great way to prepare for your next interview. 

If you ever get the opportunity to sit on an interview panel as an interviewer it is a great way to get insight into what the interviewer panel  is seeking.. You will have a greater knowledge of the entire selection process and you will be able to see how different questions are interpreted by the interviewees and what makes or breaks an interview. 

During the interview

Focus on what you have to offer (Bloom, 2008) and don’t dwell on the negatives. Do not panic if you are asked something you have no experience in. Think of what skills you have that can be brought into the question and answer it as what you would do.  Your thought process will show your initiative and how you would logically think through different situations.

Think how your answers will put you in front of the other candidates. Remember, you could be in competition with people that have extensive experience so your answers need to show foresight and innovation to set you apart from the other candidates. Stay focused on your answers to the questions rather than ‘waffle’.

Ask questions in the interview and enquire what the organisation is going to do for your staff development and training opportunities (Favreau, 2007) This shows that you are interested and enthusiastic about developing existing skills and learning new skills. Hopefully you find an organisation that is interested in the continual learning process of new grads and is willing to spend the time and money in enhancing your skills.

At the end of most interviews you are given the opportunity to add anything further.  Don’t be afraid to revisit a question if you missed anything or have anything to add. It is also your chance for a final summary which you can easily prepare beforehand.    And most importantly, relax – it is not the end of the world if you do not get the job.  

Get Feedback

If you were unsuccessful in getting an interview, or a position after interviewing, the worst thing you can do is nothing. Most interview panels will be more than happy to provide feedback on why you weren’t successful. This very important in terms of developing your CV, application or interview technique, and feedback can be sought on any part of the process. Approach the contact listed for the job position, either via email on the phone, politely requesting feedback. You should never formulate these queries as a “why did you not choose me” but instead as a way to improve your applications.
Conclusion

Like most other industries, breaking into librarianship is a difficult and highly competitive process for new graduates. To overcome some of these barriers new graduates have to approach the job seeking process with an open and innovative mind.  Your transferrable skills are a great asset right throughout the job hunting process. Work on gaining other skills or taking short term opportunities that will help you build up your industry skills open up your future prospects.  When applying for positions ensure sure your CV is relevant and targeted to the institution.  Make sure you address all the selection criteria and provide concrete examples. Be prepared for the interview and get feedback on jobs you were unsuccessful for. Finally, do not be disheartened if you do not land your dream job straight away. Look at the entire process as a learning experience and embrace any opportunity that will help you improve your skills and knowledge. Best of luck!
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