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P erceptions and images: they are im
portant. That's w hy  our latest bro
chure is different. It defies the usual 

image and text about library and informa
tion studies. W h a t is more, it suggests an 
ebullient, pro-active and self-assertive 
profession, one that is proud, strong and 
in dem and. W e  have legitimate claim s 
here. According to a recent federal gov
ernment survey a sixty-one per cent 
growth in jobs for librarians —  from the 
present 1 5 000 to 24 000 —  is projected 
by the year 2005. {W e e k e n d  A u s tra lia n  
30-31 M ay 1998, p33).

So what is the problem ? Firstly our 
students tell that their friends studying 
other courses are genuinely surprised that 
anyone studies librarianship. 'W h y  do 
you need a degree to check out books?' 
or 'W h o 'd  want to be a lib rarian!' they 
say. Secondly, each year in Canberra, 
thousands of potential new students an
nually march into our careers market at 
B ruce Stadium . They are 'shopping 
around' for a tertiary course. They hur
ried ly pass their eyes over the course 
materials from Universities all over Aus
tralia. The pile of library and information 
studies material remains high; 'popular' 
course material must be constantly re
plenished. Sim ilarly, at the recent careers 
markets throughout Tasmania, potential 
students bypassed the library and infor
mation studies brochures.

Each year several thousand students 
descend upon the University during our 
Septem ber open-day. Again, w e  anx
iously watch our too slow ly disappearing 
brochures. W e  have observed and pon
dered w hy this might be so. W h en  w e 
have the opportunity to talk about our 
course, enthusiasm can be engendered.

O ur students, present and past, have 
become so concerned with negative per
ceptions towards their course that they 
are pursuing research studies in this area. 
A Masters student is currently surveying 
students at three Australian universities to 
find out w hy they chose their course in 
library and information studies, and she 
w ill com pare these responses to those of 
students w ho have selected other 
courses. The results so far have been both 
dismaying and heartening. Another stu

dent, keen to undertake 
an Honours year, pro
poses to exam ine the 
perceptions of librarians.

W e  know  w e have 
reason to be concerned.
There is a need and a de
mand for information 
professionals imbued 
w ith  the traditional re
search and service philosophy combined 
w ith  well-honed skills in information 
management and retrieval in paper-based 
and e lectron ic  environments. But w e 
need to get this message out there to 
those w ho  count: the potential new 
members of the profession.

So where do students get their infor
mation on careers? Career counsellors 
w ould  appear to be a prime source. But 
w ith a profession such as ours w hich  is 
continually changing, career counsellors 
no doubt find it hard to keep up-to-date. 
This was brought home forcefully to us 
when w e examined the V o c a t io n a l in te r 
e s t q u e s t io n n a ir e , designed so students 
can identify occupational areas in which 
they're interested. Three out of 220 ques
tions hint of a career in the information 
professions; books feature prominently in 
these. Not only is the career information 
lacking, but also the public face of librar
ies is notably a limited one which fails to 
reveal the richness of the profession.

Curious about our first year under
graduates, w e  analysed Un iversity  A d 
missions Centre preferences (our under
graduates select their courses through this 
Centre). W e  exam ined those w ho ac 
cepted a place in our course, and those 
w ho  expressed an interest, but did not 
take up a place. In analysing all prefer
ences, w e made some interesting discov
eries. W ith  startling regularity, students 
w ho accepted a place chose us as their 
first preference —  not unusual in itself, 
but again w ith  startling regularity, they 
expressed few other preferences. If they 
wanted to undertake our librarianship 
course, frequently our course was their 
sole choice. So w e have a committed co
hort of students. But remembering our ex
perience at public showcases for our 
courses, there are a vast number of po

tential students w ho  are not w illin g  to 
countenance even reading inform ation 
about librarianship studies, let alone con 
sidering it as a serious career choice.

Hence, this year, at the Un iversity of 
Canberra, w e have developed a c a lc u 
lated marketing strategy. W e  have 
worked closely with marketing and pub
lic relations experts to develop a new  
w ay  to express our profession both in 
print and through images. W e  are offer
ing two new double-degrees, com bined 
with law  or information technology. W e  
are targeting areas where w e have deter
mined there are gaps in the market, and 
w e are selling ourselves hard —  what w e 
do w ell, what w e have to offer, and w hy 
w e should be the chosen career.

The problem is whom w e are n o t  at
tracting for lack of information and pre
conceived notions of the information pro
fession. I f  they had appropriate, 
inform ative material that reflected the 
present and future prospects of the infor
mation professions, and i f  that material 
was disseminated to influential persons 
and positively promoted in influential fo
rums, and i f  w e could  demonstrate the 
potential of our profession, then just 
m aybe w e  w ould  be attracting more 
young people that this profession needs 
and deserves.

The challenge —  schools of library 
and information studies in tertiary institu
tions are designing and delivering 
courses to meet the needs of the informa
tion profession. W h o  w ill lead the charge 
in changing the image of our profession?
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