                              IN FAVOR OF THE MASTER DEGREE FOR 

                              THE OFFICE AND TITLE OF LIBRARIAN

A recent post, in a leading journal, suggested reconsideration of the requirement of a Masters degree for the position of librarian. This post appeared in the May 1, 2008 issue of the Library Journal. It was entitled "Backtalk: Diversity and the MLS" and was written by Tony Greiner.  In this article the author states:
   Until someone convinces me otherwise, I believe the biggest factor keeping minorities out of our profession isn't racism or neglect but the financial burden that accompanies our entry-level degree. How many other professions have a master's degree as the entry-level credential? The five most common master's degrees awarded in 2001-02 were in education, business, health, public administration, and engineering. But all these professions can also be entered with a bachelor's degree. 1

In spite of the available option of student loans or the existence of the entry level library assistant or library associate positions in libraries, the author proposes requiring simply the bachelor's degree for the librarian position.

Those who share the author's views may be motivated by one of the following:
a)  They want to earn a bachelors degree and get paid the same salary as a librarian.
b)  They want to be able to assume the title and call themselves librarians without having
     done the educational work and preparation.
c)  They want to diminish the value of the work done by librarians in order to staff the 
     Reference Desk and Children's Services Department with public service 
     paraprofessionals. 
 
For those with the first motivation, let's address this by looking at salaries. Very few jobs exist where one can have a bachelor's degree and earn much more then $25,000- $35,000 per year. The National Science Foundation Web site indicates, "Among recent bachelor's degree recipients, median annual salaries in October 2003 were $53,000 for graduates with degrees in electrical/computer engineering or chemical engineering, compared with $36,000 for all science, engineering, and health graduates (table 1)." 2

Indeed, for 2006 graduates, the National Association of Colleges and Employers reported, "Data on the various liberal arts disciplines are limited at this time of year, but looking at liberal arts as a group shows that these graduates are also doing better this year than they did last year. As a group, the average starting salary for liberal arts graduates stands at $30,958, up 2 percent from last year at this time." 3

The data cited above support my view that library assistants or other support staff should expect to be paid $25,000 to $38,000 for a starting position in a library. I think that we, as a profession, should work to see the bottom end of this range rise, as it does take a certain amount of skill to work in a library.  However, I just don't think we can expect the top end of the salary range to change too much for an entry level library assistant. Of course time will tell about this year's crop of college graduates. But I don't expect those numbers to vary much from the figures presented here. So as far as the possibility of being paid $47,500, a typical entry-level librarian salary, with an undergraduate college degree, it isn't going to happen. Library work certainly is not comparable to engineering.
 
On the second possible motivation for agreeing with Mr. Greiner, those who want to hold the title of librarian without having done the educational preparation need to understand that many librarians have made the decision to work towards the attainment of the master's degree at great sacrifice. At various points in our lives, we are faced with decisions about goals. We must decide what is worthy of our sacrifice and effort and just how important are these goals to us. Do they warrant extra time, money, effort for the acquisition of new skills? 4  

 
We all make conscious decisions about where we want to put our attention and time and then, later in life, we must reflect and honestly admit that we made these choices. At some point in their lives, librarians have decided that the master's degree was worth the struggle to them. Many come to this decision a little later in life, after previous life paths and decisions have taken them places they did not want to go. They have paused and decided to invest in themselves and in the librarian's degree. Yes, we all want things to be easier for the next generation, but everyone must be accept responsibility for his or her own choices. I know that many have struggled to attain the bachelor's degree. It is great to have come that far. Perhaps a break from homework and some experience in the work world are in order. Then, at later date, they may, as I did, come to a decision that the master's degree in Library Studies is the next best step.
 
There is much to be learned in library school. Just as library school took me from being a person who loved to read books and the quiet thinking space of libraries, to being a librarian, with all that that entails, it will do the same for others. Library school students learn the history of libraries and their importance to the world, the librarian's responsibility to the general public, and invaluable work skills. The MLS degree is important; it helps to prepare librarians for a variety of duties with many different kinds of people, in various library settings. These learning experiences are important, despite a recent article calling for changes in library education. 5
 
A perusal of the library literature databases shows at least one journal consistently printing articles with an anti-librarian or anti-library degree perspective. It is not clear, if this is the publisher's view of library work or if this journal just prints what it receives. It certainly is not my view.  I hope that there are some librarians out there, who are preparing to write articles with a positive view of librarians and library education. I feel strongly that professional journals need to dedicate more space to articles that discuss the positive aspects of librarianship. 
 
This negative slant of articles about library education can be resolved quickly by the appearance of more positive articles written by recent graduates. Articles written by librarians a year or two into their first jobs may be helpful as well.
 
Some staff working in libraries may have been trained in copy cataloging by a co-worker and think that they know all that they need to know. Learning on the job helps, but these staff members are only exposed to as much as their co-workers know or remember. Everyone has played the child's game "Telephone" before, I am sure. Remember how a little bit of information drops off or gets jumbled up somehow as the message gets passed from one person to another down the line. The passing along of library policies and practices from one co-worker to another leaves room for bits of valuable information dropping off as one worker passes the information to another.
 
A master's level education, on the other hand, exposes students to professors who are highly regarded in their fields because they have studied their specialty intensely, have taught many workshops and conferences, and have written extensively on the topics they teach. Basic level library skills are needed so a plan to equip paraprofessionals with the core competencies via on-the-job training becomes important. 6 However, the professional knowledge needed to function at the librarian level and obtained in a masters-level education in library science is comparable to the breadth and depth of masters-level coursework in other academic fields. 7 
 
The third possible reason for wishing to lower the educational level requirement for librarians may be the wish to diminish the value of librarians and of library work. This may in turn lead to librarian positions being filled by paraprofessionals. Those who hold this view don't realize that librarians do knowledge-based work. Librarians research, organize, and retrieve information, of varying degrees of difficulty, throughout the day. People who want to diminish the value of library work don't realize that, in addition to specialized training, librarians must have a certain amount of general, cultural, and technical intelligence, 8 as well as a demonstrated ability to present data to patrons in terms they can understand, when they need it. Librarians do not need to know all the answers to all the questions, but they must be well versed in a variety of subject matters. They should also be knowledgeable about the scope, authority, and timeliness of various library resources so that they can quickly retrieve accurate and current information. 
 
The librarian must be able to determine the question underlying the initial reference question and deliver the correct information to the patron quickly. While the librarian may not hold an advanced subject degree, quite often there is an additional subject specialty or two about which he or she is quite knowledgeable. 9   Acquiring the masters in library science requires lengthy reading about a wide variety of topics. The typical librarian must have at least a passing knowledge of many broad subject areas in order to understand how information in the area is organized and in order to retrieve it quickly and explain it to others. 10
 
Ask any library staff for a short list of typical reference questions and where the answer was found for the patron. You may be impressed with the breadth and depth, as well as the variety of questions. Although some are easy and some are complex, all are important to patrons. With the latest technological advances, there are a variety of web sites and electronic resources to check as well as books. 11 Librarians are usually skilled in interpersonal relationships and provide excellent customer service, but don't be fooled. There is much more involved with being a good librarian than just being a good customer service representative.
Librarians' salaries should be raised, NOT lowered. Hiring decision makers must have the importance of the librarian's role explained clearly to them when they are considering hiring someone without the librarian degree. A staff member's shortfall in masters-level knowledge will eventually manifest itself and reflect badly upon the library as a whole. When personnel who are less than informed interact with patrons, those patrons talk with neighbors when they get home about their experiences and about getting faulty information. This, in turn, generates a lack of confidence in the library's ability to meet the public's needs. Unfortunately, this leads to long-term damage to the library as an institution in the community.
 
Why haven't people seen clearly the value of the librarian?  Part of the reason has to do with the confidential nature of information needs to which we respond. Much of what we do is shrouded in mystery. Some people still think we read all day.  There are steps being made to shed some light on our profession. The New Jersey State Library is embarking on a marketing campaign aimed at letting the public clearly know what is being done in libraries daily to help them resolve their issues. This will help clear the air and possibly bring in some new questions, as people realize they can find help with many information needs at the library. More needs to be done to get the message across to the public and to decision makers that not just anybody can do the job of a librarian. 
 
 A school librarian and writer who recognizes what the field of librarianship has to offer provides these words of encouragement, 
 
   Welcome to the new school year and your new, or renewing, profession. Nurture your curiosity, respond creatively to problems, reveal humility about your own learning, and take deep pleasure in knowing that you are on an amazing intellectual and personal journey with your students. 12
 
 
 Another author, Larry Nash White, in his article on knowledge management and libraries, states,
 
   In the library, the library staff (with their knowledge and skills) is the largest resource for and often the sole developer and provider of library and information services; information products; customer relations and retention; and new programs services, and delivery methods for the library. 13
 
Indeed Larry Nash White also cites Davenport, who states that when assessing human capital, the first three measures of human capital concern knowledge, skills, and talent. 14  
 
Libraries have two entry level library positions, library assistant, which generally requires a high school diploma, and page, which does not necessarily require the completion of high school. Above these entry level positions is the assistant supervisor, which requires a bachelor's degree. The next step up is Librarian, which requires a master's degree. After that, is the Directors position, which usually requires a master's degree in business administration or certification in library administration. This is a hierarchy with clearly marked steps. Each position requires possession of a certain amount of knowledge, a graduated complexity of skill, and talents to go to the next level up.
 
In his Library Journal article, Mr. Greiner also states that requiring the master's degree is the primary cause for minorities not entering the library profession. I contend that there are other factors holding minorities back from becoming librarians. 
 
There has been research done on multicultural students and their anxieties about libraries. Some of the causes may be the same as those holding minorities back from seeking the master's degree in library science. Jiao and Onwuegbuzie, in their study, found correlations to anxiety about libraries for all of the following:  barriers with staff, affective barriers, comfort with the library, knowledge of the library, and mechanical barriers. 15 Some minorities say they have had "bad" early experiences in libraries that turned them off of libraries. 16 Additionally, patrons of color have said that they don't see fiction books by minority writers such as Donald Goines, or magazines like Vibe or XL, in addition to other intellectual Black interests. Some individuals have said that there are no minority representatives on staff, 17 so there probably is not going to be anything of interest to them in the library.
 
While people in the profession may decry some of the negative conclusions of minority communities about libraries because they are based on scant information, many of us are guilty of doing the same thing. We size up a situation based on two or three "quick and dirty" evaluative factors on a regular basis, also. Patrons do need to see someone who looks similar to themselves, in order to feel comfortable and at ease. Writers and illustrators of books for children learned this years ago. Why do we, as adults, still find it difficult to see things from others' points of views? Libraries should take this lesson to heart and reach out to communities who may not feel comfortable using libraries.
 
There are other issues, which may be reasons why the MLS degree has not been sought by minorities. As Greiner suggests, a second possible cause is money. However, I hold a third view, that any one who has not studied for the degree has had other priorities in his or her life. In addition, some have told me that there is a lack of confidence in being able to pass the GRE exams. Additionally some may not know where to find a tutor, when faced with having to learn the required math or grammar at this stage of their lives.
 
In evaluating the reasons for the lack of minority librarians, there seems to be a need for someone to do research on library assistants to find out why they went no further. A survey of patrons to find why they never considered the library as a career path would be useful as well.
 
Good news may be on the way. More and more minorities are finding their way back to libraries as users. Some come because the acceptable noise level in libraries has risen, so that one can sit at a table and have a conversation with another person without fear of reprisals for not being quiet. Others come for black romance novels or newly released movies or to surf the web on free computers. Once here, many seem to take time to look around, explore, and notice other services they can begin to use. Perhaps we are now attracting minorities who will make conscious decisions to seek the master's degree in library science as a goal in life. 
 
In addressing the possible motives for demoting the librarian by requiring solely a bachelor's degree and the likely results of doing so, I have concluded the following:
 
a)      It is unfair to raise the hopes of support staff to think they would be able to expect higher salaries, on a par with librarian earnings now, with only a bachelor's degree.
 
b)      Capable interested support staff should pursue the master's degree. It is worth it for anyone who loves libraries. I will be a cheer leader for this effort.  The library studies degree creates a well-rounded individual, who will be valuable on any team.
 
c)      Support staff should stop and think it out. Besides a temporary immediate return for them, what does it mean for the long term? What does it mean for the profession? For libraries? For society in general? They should really think through the long-term implications of any decision.
 
By acquiescing in the diminishment of the value placed on library work, library workers are not thinking clearly about the future and the future of the profession. Support staff members need to make a commitment to themselves and to their futures. I urge minority support staff to obtain the masters degree in library science. The argument presented in Greiner article may cause the minority library worker to take up the proposed cause as a rallying cry at first. But closer examination may reveal that, while it may not have been the author's intention, the proposed outcome only serves to absolve new library staff from having to work for the master's degree in library science, related subject areas, or the certification as a library administrator. For the overwhelming majority of those who work in libraries, this will mean a ratcheting down in economic value of library positions, diminishing respect for the profession, and less effective service to library users.
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