C. Hills


First job, next job, this job: A plan for success

Corrinne Hills

Librarian

DRUG ARM Australasia

GPO Box 590, BRISBANE 4001

corrinneh@drugarm.com.au 

Abstract

The barriers to winning your first job, moving to your next job or just keeping up with the job you have can be addressed through career planning and professional development. Career Planning is about working out what you want, it informs your Professional Development and how you are going to get where you want to be. Time, cost and opportunity are barriers that deter many librarians from achieving their potential; they spend YEARS doing work they don’t enjoy struggling to keep up. This presentation will challenge participants to examine what they really want and give them the tools to overcome the barriers for career success.

I believe in turning barriers into opportunities. Experience has forced me to reassess my career goals; I have overcome the barriers of professional and geographic isolation, time, cost and opportunity to finally land my dream job. I will share the tips I have learned using easily accessible tools and show participants how to can create a lifelong learning plan that will ensure lifelong employability AND save them time. I will provide tips on how to gain the skills and knowledge to meet the selection criteria so that they can win their first job, move to their next position or flourish in the position they hold. Most importantly I hope the knowledge I impart will help all participants to develop the skills to make the most of the opportunities presented to them and to enjoy whatever position they hold.

Professional Development and life long employability

While many of us view Professional Development (PD) with the same enthusiasm as preparing our tax return, there is little doubt that life-long employability can only be achieved by honest self evaluation, planning and ongoing self-education. Whether it is getting your first job, moving on to your next job or continuing to be effective in the job you have, it is essential to be cognizant of the needs of the position you are striving to fill, have a plan that both identifies and meets those needs and a process of evaluation to ensure continued development. My experience working in the Information Industry has had several twists and turns and in some ways I wish I knew then what I know now. So I present this paper to share my experiences in the hope that it will help others who, like me want the great returns that being a librarian can bring, but don’t know where to start or how to fit it in to a busy life. I will share some of the ideas and tips I have developed for integrating PD into my career planning and work practices.

Lifelong employability, what does it mean and why is it important? I believe that for me to remain valuable to my employer and to continue to find and meet new opportunities in my career that I need to be aware of new ideas and practices and to plan for new challenges. Kim Dority (2006) discusses a process of planning for a future career by exploring options and focusing on solutions and opportunities and I find this philosophy to be a practical and valuable one in building my own plan for lifelong employability. I have used ideas of my own, inspired by reading broadly and from learning from other people to build my own planning tool which I will refer to as my portfolio. I will describe some of the useful features and how I can use the information used for reporting to apply for jobs, write reports and plan both my personal development, as a librarian and in my position as a library manager. 

There are some common barriers in getting your first job, moving to your next job, and keeping up in the job you have. For example, how do you get the skills and experience to address the selection criteria? How do you find the time or the money to participate in learning activities? Or how do you keep up with the changing needs in the position already held? The impact of technology on the way we do our work means that it is imperative that we continue to develop skills and knowledge. But with the overwhelming amount of information deposited into our email inboxes working out what needs to be studied and learned, what needs to be acknowledged and what needs to be ignored becomes an issue in itself.  What to read, what to keep, what should be deleted and what should be followed up? The following are the lessons I have learned and the solutions I have come up with. 

Lesson one: “Failing to plan is planning to fail”. 

This quote attributed to Alan Lakein, a life coach guru, summarizes the motivation behind my PD. My journey began after I had completed my Dip LIS. Living in a small rural community, job opportunities were almost zero and my dream of working in a library was fast becoming just that, a dream. I, like most students had no real plan for what I was going to do when I had my qualification. I did not know what type of library I wanted to work in, what type of work was available in different types of library or even what I needed to get a job apart from my qualifications and a keen sense of adventure. Planning is essential, not only does it mean that you will achieve your outcome but it gives you a way to evaluate your successes. My solution was to register with the ALIA Professional Development Scheme (ALIA PD) and completed the Career Planning Kit.

Lesson two: Be proactive.

I also found that opportunities for PD were not going to drop in my lap so I began my own learning starting with working out how I was going to get my dream job. I read a lot; fortunately there were a number of books about life and career planning in my local library so I began to construct my own career plan. It was still pretty haphazard and I needed some guidance. Not having access to a life coach I found that the ALIA Career Planning Kit mixed with some of the things I found in books and later online, I developed a fairly comprehensive plan. I also became involved in ALIA through e-lists, however I was still feeling fairly isolated in the rural town we lived in. And of course the three most important things you can do are network, network and network! Don’t underestimate the power of networking, not only will you meet really interesting people and learn a lot but you never know you may be meeting your new employer or manager! So always look out for new opportunities to present yourself to prospective employers and keep an eye, or an ear, out for thing s that you can learn and add to your resume.
Lesson three: Barriers can be opportunities.

About this time I also began a Library and Information Science undergraduate Distance Education course, mainly because I was struggling to find a way to keep my knowledge and qualification current. DE seemed a good way to go from a fairly remote location. The world I entered at university has been life changing and I am aware that if I had not needed to overcome the barrier of distance and lack of professional development, that I would probably never had made the leap into librarianship. I attended my first conference in 2004 (because it was in my state) and joined some online discussion groups such as the Digital Divide Network (you can join in at http://www.digitaldividenetwork.org ). I joined this network about the time Cyclone Katrina hit the coast of the USA and the activity that took place through this network in setting up communications, the people who were roped in to supply communication vans with internet access to go into places so the victims of this natural disaster could contact family and friends, the plans for solar powered batteries for mobile phones, online networks were set up to collect and enter data about people in the disaster area so their family and friends could search for their names and know they were alive and well…it was amazing to see all this unfolding. It made me realize how useful and helpful the people in the information industry could be. I discovered more places online to learn about issues in the Library industry such as Mary Ellen Bates website at http://www.batesinfo.com/tip.html now of course there are many projects such as those based on the ‘23 things’ that can be accessed.

Lesson four: Be brave.

Completing the ALIA Career Planning Kit provided was instrumental in changing my perceptions of where I was heading and ultimately my plan. The process of thinking through my strengths and weakness helped me to plan out where I was going and to see that getting a job would mean moving. I began to use other opportunities to look at my options. I chose to do a university required study visit in Brisbane and I chose the libraries I visited because I knew nothing about the type of work they did. I started to plan my escape! Of course the members of my family were consulted and were all for joining my adventure. 
So be adventurous, be inquisitive! Education, placement opportunities, conferences and tours are all great activities for learning about new things, I can’t see the point of investing my time and money on something that I already know about or is not really what I want. Pick the difficult but interesting subjects, the places you haven’t been before or the topics that interest you most and if you have a choice between taking an easy option that doesn’t add to your knowledge or skills and a more difficult option that has scope and opportunity for you to learn about something new…be brave and reap the rewards.

Lesson five: Think outside the square.

I started looking at jobs to see what skills and knowledge I needed. I could see that if I based the skill and knowledge analysis section of my PD portfolio on job selection criteria, I could address them with many of the skills I was using in my numerous part-time jobs using these experiences as examples. Transferable skills and theoretical knowledge can be used to provide evidence of suitability to a position even if you have never worked in a similar position or field. Work placements, volunteering and mentoring are excellent opportunities to gain experience as well as new skills to add to your application. 

Transferable skills

Students in particular often overlook transferable skills and even knowledge such as:

· Excellent customer service can be learned as a cashier at the supermarket

· Time management is clearly a skill practiced by all mothers who are studying 

· All students should have excellent research skills and experience using databases

Address theoretical knowledge and provide an example

Often positions will include experience with particular management systems or databases as a desirable attribute, often it is better to explain your theoretical knowledge of databases and management systems and give an example of how you have transferred this theory to practical use of another system. Employers will appreciate an employee who can demonstrate transferable knowledge and skills more than someone who has 5 years using the preferred system but doesn’t understand it.

Volunteering and practicums

Don’t forget unpaid experience counts too. Placement activities and volunteer work provide excellent opportunities to fill identified gaps. 

· Be prepared when you approach a library: 

· Do your research (check their website, visit beforehand)

· Have some ideas about what you want to achieve (use your portfolio)

· Approach as if applying for a job (prepare a resume)

· Not all libraries are suitable (policies, security, scope of activities, staffing issues)

· Be prepared to negotiate, you may be invited to work on a project that is beneficial to you and the library (great for resume material)

Mentoring

These programs are great opportunities for both mentor and menthe to learn together. ALIA and some universities offer programs but the locations may be limited. You may also consider a more casual arrangement with a respected colleague.

I applied for a position in Brisbane. In addition to my qualifications, I used my work experiences in medical practice, hospitals, methadone clinics to address the desirable criteria for knowledge of working in the Alcohol and Other Drugs sector. My combined work history, both paid and voluntary in libraries addressed the experience criteria and my study and multiple jobs were excellent examples of time management, research and working under pressure.

Lesson six: Anything is possible.

I won my first position! The fact that I had to resign from four jobs, pack and move 2000 km in 2weeks was a case of ‘don’t think, do’. Three years later, I have finished my degree, been promoted to Library Manager and have a job I love. Now I work hard at keeping up with new technologies, changes to legislation and standards that impact on my library and how I do my job. 

In the future I imagine that I will want to try working in a different type of library or in a different capacity so I need to keep up with what is happening in the profession. I use the same process of analyzing my strengths and weaknesses against the identified criteria. The process continues, planning PD activities that will help me to learn new skills and knowledge, assessing how much I have gained and how well I have met my identified learning targets and if my career progression is meeting my personal goals. The cycle of analysis, planning and evaluation have become part of the way I practice my profession. 

Lesson seven: Make it work for you

Many people complain that they don’t have time for PD and it is true that if you just do any activity for the sake of accumulating points it probably doesn’t help you progress with your career aims. Again it comes back to planning but also making PD multifunctional. 

I always try to make a task fulfill more than one objective. For example, I am contractually required by my employer to attend two (2) PD activities per month and share the knowledge with my department. This report essentially becomes my reporting for the ALIA PD scheme and because my employer requires it, it costs me nothing in personal time or money. It also has practical uses for using the reporting structure of my portfolio to:

· Inform workplace evaluations

· Update job descriptions

· Inform a skill/knowledge audit in the workplace

· Budgeting and planning in the workplace (PD, training)

· Knowledge Management in the workplace (finding someone with the required knowledge or skills in the workplace or recruiting them)

· Reporting

· Applying for jobs

· First job

· Promotion

· Different responsibilities

· New job in a different type of library

· Planning activities for self and colleagues (e.g. ALIA groups)

This last one is important, if you need to know about a particular topic, chances are, someone else does too so why not earn some points and add to your portfolio by organizing an activity for everyone to learn.

I am developing my portfolio so that I can use the desirable attributes, essential criteria and other job requirements listed in job specifications as the skill and knowledge set that I will build my professional development on. I will also look at the requirements for my annual workplace review to build those in as well. In this way preparing job applications and reports can be made faster using a ‘copy and paste’ method. Gillian Hallam (2008) presents a valid argument for the e-portfolio that is a subject on my PD radar because I think this will make the process easier and more useful as well.

My PD is an integral part of my life. How I plan, report and record my Professional Development is part of the way I work, informing how I progress in my career, my reporting both for personal evaluations and in a managerial capacity. Most importantly I am able to develop a plan and portfolio that has helped me to identify a job that utilizes my strengths and interests; I have been able to identify transferable skills to meet job selection criteria and will continue to evaluate my knowledge needs as I continue to meet the needs of my current position. Looking to the future, I will use the same evaluation techniques to identify my next job and find the skills I will need to have or acquire.

So getting your first job or your next job or just keeping up in the one you have means analyzing what you want, what you need and how you are going to get it. It means regular evaluation and planning to achieve your goals but at the end you will have the job you want, a result that is surely worth the investment. I hope that my experiences and ideas can be useful in developing your own PD portfolio. The key is keeping it simple, use tools such as electronic diaries that you use in your everyday work activities and find a system that works for you. I recommend the ALIA PD Scheme and the workshop that is run regularly. If you would like a workshop in your area I encourage you to ring your local ALIA delegate and if there is something else you want to learn more about perhaps you can be the facilitator, which will help you and your colleagues. The most important thing is to be involved and to continue to maintain your qualifications and build your skills and knowledge to become a more satisfied and employable professional.  
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