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Essay Bryan, J. (2016). The preparation of academic librarians who provide instruction: A comparison 

of first and second career librarians. Journal of Academic Librarianship, 42(4), 340-354. Introduction: 

The impetus for this article stemmed from my personal experience as a second career reference and 

instruction academic librarian. Prior to this career change, I had an extensive first career in arts 

education at several colleges and universities. As I transitioned into librarianship and began teaching 

numerous one-shot sessions, I realized that there were many attributes from my first career that 

could be transferred to librarianship, especially with regard to teaching; these included creativity, 

improvisation, discipline, instructional design, planning and organization. I began to wonder if any 

research had been done to investigate the impact of first careers on second career librarians in the 

area of instruction. In addition, through my personal observations and discussions with colleagues, I 

realized that formal preparation for teaching as an academic librarian varies greatly. Therefore, the 

purpose of my study was twofold: 1) to determine the degree to which previous work experience 

(specifically a first career) may have had an impact on a librarian’s ability to perform the teaching 

responsibilities of his/her position and 2) to examine the extent to which the Master’s Degree in 

Library Science (MLS) has prepared librarians in the area of instruction. Research: An extensive 

literature review found that considerable research exists regarding the inclusion of pedagogical skills 

in MLS programs. Several of these studies employed proficiencies for instruction librarians developed 

by the Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL). The overarching conclusion appeared to 

be that while there has been an increase in integrating teaching skills into the MLS curriculum, the 

majority of librarians who participated in these studies believed that they received most of their 

instructional skills post MLS from on-the-job training, professional development, and self-teaching. 
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However, these studies did not consider the effect of prior careers and/or work experience. In 

contrast, there was very little research regarding the impact of first careers on second career 

librarians, especially with regard to teaching. The few studies that were completed were primarily 

qualitative in nature and used a very small sample size. Therefore, there appeared to be a need for 

further research in this area using a quantitative study designed to elicit responses from a large 

sample of academic librarians who provide instruction (hereafter referred to as ALPIs). An online 

survey was disseminated to four library Listservs and 608 responses were received. In addition to 

demographic information, the survey asked the respondents to identify themselves as either 1) first 

career ALPIs, 2) those employed in another library position before becoming an ALPI, or 3) second 

career ALPIs. The remaining questions asked the librarians to what extent their MLS degree program 

had provided them with the 12 categories of skills in the ACRL Standards for Proficiencies for 

Instruction Librarians and Coordinators (2007), and then, to what extent prior work experience had 

provided them with these skills. The statistical analysis employed the use of a Sign Test, chi-square 

test, and the Cramer’s Phi test to determine the statistical significance and validity of the findings and 

the strength of the relationships in the data. The results indicated that prior work experience 

influenced the overall instructional skills of ALPIs to a greater extent than did their MLS education. 

Furthermore, this experience does provide significant, specific and identifiable skill set benefits for 

individuals seeking a position as an ALPI. Impact on Librarianship: The findings of this study clearly 

indicated that prior work experience has a significant positive effect on the instructional skills of 

ALPIs. Therefore, it would be beneficial for those in a hiring position, e.g. library directors and search 

committees, to provide an opportunity for potential employees to illustrate how these acquired 

attributes could be applied to the responsibilities of a new position. Given the fact that librarianship is 

a profession that appears to attract a large number of second career professionals, this would seem to 

be especially relevant. The results of this study also indicated that, in their opinion, ALPIs receive most 

of their pedagogical training outside of their MLS degree programs and rely heavily upon on-the-job 

training, professional development, and self-teaching to develop the skills they are lacking. It is hoped 

that graduate schools offering programs in library and information science will recognize the 

importance of instructional skills and will continue to integrate these skills into the curriculum to a 

greater extent. (Please see supporting documentation for JAL’s impact factor statistics and Mendeley 

statistics.) Impact on Community: Data from the National Center for Education Statistics indicated a 

greater than 20% rise in the number of group presentations conducted in academic libraries from FY 

2000 (432,000) to FY 2010 (520,122). These numbers, combined with the outcomes of the present 

study (as shown in multiple graphs and tables) highlight the need for ALPIs who have the necessary 

skills to carry out their teaching responsibilities. Students who receive information literacy instruction 

will reap the benefits of working with academic librarians who have obtained pedagogical skills 

through their MLS program and/or have acquired transferable skill sets that apply to instruction 

through prior work experience. This study includes qualitative examples and suggestions for further 

research in this area, as we consider all of the factors that play a role in providing the highest quality 

of instruction for our students.  

 

Summary With a growing emphasis on information literacy and critical thinking, it is important that 

academic librarians who provide instruction have the necessary skills related to their teaching 

responsibilities. This study, with 608 respondents, concluded that librarians who had a prior career 

felt that they were better prepared to teach, in a number of significant ways, compared to those who 



did not have a prior career. In addition, these librarians’ responses seemed to suggest that their prior 

work experience provided them with a greater extent of preparation than did their MLS education. By 

considering prior work experience and ensuring the inclusion of pedagogical skills in MLS programs, 

librarians will be better prepared to provide high quality instruction for their students.  

 
































































