Why this session

I think we’re all aware of Stanley Wilder’s piece concerning the graying of librarians.   In it he cites statistics that show the aging of librarians as a group.  As these unprecedented numbers of librarians retire over the next 10-20 years, who will replace them?  And why should we be concerned?  Consider this quote from C. Edward Wall, from a NASIG Plenary talk he gave in 1993:

Because the library is a reflection of the real world, which its carriers of information record and analyze, the better we can recreate that reality and learn from our composite simulation and virtual reality tools, the better prepared we will be to address the problems of the world.  Improving these capabilities is an awesome responsibility that falls squarely on librarians because no other resource in society so completely and thoroughly reflects reality as does the library.  As a result, no one else can do what we can and must do.

I think that now, even more so than 10 years ago, we can see how true this is.  And others are beginning – just beginning – to appreciate the skills librarians have as organizers of information.  The importance of recruiting and mentoring others in the profession should be obvious to us – we understand the need – but I’m preaching to the choir here.

My own story


Let me tell you a little of my own story.  I’m currently the Serials Librarian at Hunter Library, Western Carolina University.  I started out as an English major at UNC Charlotte hanging newspapers on sticks at the library as my part-time job.  Remember those?  Somehow, I don’t think that hanging newspapers on sticks is what initially attracted me to the profession – it’s kind of dirty work!  I think we’ve lost a few student assistants at Hunter Library over the years by having them do that.  Yet I did stay on at the library during my years as an undergraduate.  Before I graduated I was working in a permanent part-time position, which later became full-time.  I left serials briefly at one point to take a position as Head of Monographs Searching & Ordering, still at the UNCC library, but it wasn’t quite as fulfilling – you understand.  I found I really missed serials work and went back to it at the first opportunity.  Then I had the chance to take some initial library science classes via video-conferencing, and one thing led to another so that 5 years later I had my MLS, and a couple of years after that my first (and so far only) “professional” position.

Suggestions


There were a number of things that influenced me not only to stay in libraries, but to stay in serials as well.  First and foremost is the encouragement I received from peers and supervisors already in the profession.  I can’t say enough about the difference that made, or what that means for us.  We need to take every opportunity to encourage those we work with, and who have what it takes, especially those we supervise.  I’m sure we can all think of someone who influenced us in some way to get to where we are today.  The best way we have to thank them is to do the same for others.


There are other factors, too, that I believe came into play for me.  I always had a sense of providing a valuable service – which again partly came from others around me.  But as I matured in the field, that sense deepened.  Working with serials gave me many opportunities to learn and do new things – examples can be found in the changing technology for serials control as well as formats of material, but also, getting to know the people who make use of serials to better understand their needs.  Being in an academic environment, the people and programs offered change frequently and one of the challenges I most enjoy is trying to keep up with those changes.  Then there’s the dynamic nature of serials and the challenges it presents.  There’s a saying about the weather where I live – if you don’t like what its doing now, just give it a day or two and it will change.  I find that’s true of serials, too.  If I’m dealing with something boring or don’t like what I’m having to do today, I can just give it a day or two and things will be completely different.  


A real biggie I would be remiss in not mentioning is the influence that organizations such as NASIG can have on someone considering coming into the profession.  As a library science student and a paraprofessional in an academic library, I was aware of NASIG and the opportunities it offered.  I applied for and received a student grant award to attend a NASIG conference.  Even though I already knew that serials was the area I wanted to work in, and indeed had concentrated on serials throughout my graduate studies, I still found attending the conference to be a valuable learning experience.  NASIG does us all a valuable service by encouraging others through opportunities such as the student grant and other awards.  I highly recommend that we encourage the library science students we know to take advantage of these types of opportunities.

Questions and concerns


There are some questions and concerns that need to be dealt with, too – some realities we need to face.  I’m not sure how we should address these when encouraging others – maybe some of you have some suggestions – but we do need to be addressing them within the profession in order to make conditions better in the future and thereby attract others more easily.  The basic, most fundamental issue is that of salary.  Librarians’ salaries in general have always been low compared to the private sector.  Coming from an academic library background where librarians have faculty status, I can attest that they are not in line with other faculty salaries.


Something I read while considering this topic suggested that, at least 30 or so years ago, librarian jobs were boring, that librarians had little involvement in decision-making, initiating new services, or embarking in new directions.  I don’t think this is true as a rule today, certainly not in serials, but maybe there are isolated instances.  Regardless, what is the perception of librarianship and do we need to work to change it, make librarianship, and especially serial librarianship, more appealing?  Its so much more than hanging newspapers on a stick!  I think if we just market the profession honestly and with some enthusiasm, it will help.  NASIG has a page on its web site that gives a good positive description of what being a serials specialist is all about.


I’ve probably said enough now.  I know that there’s much more that needs to be covered, but I’ll leave that to my colleagues…..

www.arl.org/newsltr/208_209/chgprofile.html
www.arl.org/newsltr/221
www.nasig.org/public/Shaping.Specialist.html
