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 The demand and need for undergraduate education for LIS in Australia 
 
Roy Sanders 
 
Abstract 
 
Through the analysis of the results of a survey of Australian employers of Library and 
Information Studies (LIS) graduates, this paper explores the current demand, and 
future need, for undergraduate LIS education in Australia. In the context of some 
recent calls for adopting a purely postgraduate level of entry to the profession, the 
overwhelming majority of respondents to the survey clearly believe that the education 
provided in LIS programs in Australia does equip graduates with the attributes 
required of professional librarians in their organisation, and that this does not depend 
on the level of the qualification. Some further discussion of graduate attributes and 
curriculum issues indicates that there is a need for some reform of LIS education in 
Australia, and the need to build the number of graduates available as the profession 
seeks to renew itself. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper seeks to explore the current demand, and future need, for undergraduate 
LIS education in Australia. That this is a topic for debate is partly because, during the 
past decade, several schools or departments teaching LIS have closed their 
undergraduate LIS programs because of falling demand for their offering.  
 
Undergraduate education in LIS is a fairly recent phenomenon, and has not been 
successful in most parts of the world where it has been tried. In Australia, RMIT is 
closing down its degree from 2003; the University of South Australia will do so as 
soon as it can after that. Dropping numbers, and in general the poor quality of 
students have led to these decisions. (Myburgh, 2003) 
 
Since that time, the University of Canberra has closed its undergraduate program 
(indeed, its postgraduate program also closed). On the other hand, it seems that 
RMIT has re-energised its undergraduate program as a Bachelor of Business 
(Information and Knowledge Management), which is recognised by the Australian 
Library and Information Association (ALIA). According to the ALIA website, the 
professional body still recognises undergraduate programs offered by 6 Australian 
universities: 
 
Charles Sturt University* 
University of Technology, Sydney 
Monash University * 
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology 
Curtin University of Technology * 
Edith Cowan University * 
 
* These institutions offer courses in online/distance learning mode. 

(Australian Library and information Association, 2007b) 
  
It should be noted that these undergraduate programs provide more than 25% of the 
qualified professionals entering the profession in Australia each year. The total 
number of LIM/TL students graduating in Australia in the two years 2003/4 was 
around 1000 for graduate courses and 470 for undergraduates (Hallam pp. 6-7), 
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comparable with figures from a decade previously of 1048 and 303 respectively 
(Willard, Wilson and Pawley, 2001).   
 
It is not clear on what basis the claim (above) has been made about the poor quality 
students, but it is hoped this study will also shed some light on the quality of recent 
LIS graduates, whatever their level of entry to the profession. 
 
This debate provides considerable impetus for this study and the central focus of this 
report of the results. Indeed, the debate continued more recently, when Carroll & 
Harvey (2007, p.56) expressed concern that the „rank and file‟ (“those with 
professional qualifications, usually gained in Australia, who staff the many 
information agencies throughout Australia”) have not been heard in this debate. This 
study rectifies that omission to some extent and allows at least the voices of 
employers to be heard alongside the opinions of those identified by Carroll and 
Harvey as the „elite‟ (“often high level managers, educators and influential academic 
librarians who wield influence nationally and internationally”). (Carroll & Harvey, p.56) 
The majority of those answering this survey fall into the „rank and file” group, and 
were responding to the survey on behalf of their employers. Individuals responding 
this way were in positions such as Associate Librarian (Planning), Projects Librarian, 
HR Coordinator, Librarian, Libraries Manager. It was rare for the response to 
emanate from a “high-level” manager. 
 
Carroll and Harvey (2007, p.57) further noted that calls for Masters level entry to the 
profession “have failed to address the place of undergraduate qualifications or the 
issue of the strong uptake of undergraduate qualifications by qualified 
paraprofessionals. We cannot adopt this approach without measuring the broader 
impact of such a move, considering the unique Australian condition and questioning 
the validity and basis of these perceptions of failure.” 
 
This is supported by a recent article which seeks to explore significant changes in 
LIS education in the UK, where it is noted that the role of the information professional 
is determined by the needs of the people they serve and of the environment in which 
they operate. (Um and Feather, 2007, p. 261).  
 
Finally, this study is timely if we are to concur with an American view which 
expresses similar concerns: 
 
This is an unstable time for LIS programs with name changes (almost one-third of the 
ALA-accredited programs now make no use of the word ‘library’ in their names), 
major technological impact on curricular offerings, shifting demographics in our 
student and professional bodies, and the increasing interest in digital library concerns 
by other (often better funded) disciplines, the graduates of which are now entering 
our faculty ranks. (Dillon and Norris, 2005, p.296) 
 
This comment finds agreement with the findings of a recent study which has 
indicated, from a small sample of respondents, that LIS education in Australia is in 
need of curriculum reform and revision.  (Yu & Davis, 2007). 
 
 
 
Methodology 
 
This study reports on a survey of employers of LIS graduates in Australia, and a 
survey of the coordinators of Australian undergraduate LIS programs.  
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Of most value to this discussion are the results of a web-based survey of employers, 
undertaken in mid 2007. The survey was compiled through SurveyMonkey, an online 
survey tool [http://www.surveymonkey.com] that enables people of all experience 
levels to create their own surveys quickly and easily. The process, which can be 
undertaken on the researcher‟s own web browser, includes survey design, selection 
of types of question (multiple choice, rating scales, drop-down menus, etc), collection 
of responses, analysis of results, preparation of reports and downloading of results. 
 
Over 300 individual institutions were invited to respond, with email invitations sent to 
all national, state, university and parliamentary libraries, and a random selection of 
public, TAFE and special libraries. The latter comprised libraries in government, 
corporate and non-profit organisations, and were randomly chosen from the 
Australian Libraries Gateway tool “Find a Library” (National Library of Australia, 
2007). The 96 completed surveys represent a response rate of 30.8%, a level of data 
which allows us to gain some useful insights into the opinions of the profession. The 
range of types and size of library responding was broad, allowing the research to 
provide useful pointers to the profession‟s current views regarding the level of 
qualifications they seek and desire. A further useful product of the survey has been 
the use of the „Any comment?‟ section provided with each survey question, with up to 
40% of respondents availing themselves of the opportunity to make unprompted 
comments.  
 
A very similar web-based survey of Course Coordinators of LIS programs in Australia 
elicited responses from 3 coordinators out of the 6 universities approached. It is 
hoped that in due course the author will be able to make personal contact with all 6 
coordinators in order to provide a wider canvassing of views from the academic 
leaders of bachelor programs. In the meantime, some of the comments from this 
small group have helped to add to the comments from the employer group. 
 
Who responded to the employer survey? 
 

Library type Responses Percentage 
  Responding 

 

TAFE 12 63.2% 
University 20 50.0% 
Public 40 26.8% 
Parliamentary   2 25.0% 
Specials 22 22.9% 
 
Total  96 29.9% 
 

Table 1. Types of Library Responding to the Survey 

 
In most cases in the following analysis, the responses from the two parliamentary 
libraries are included with those of special libraries. 
 
More than half of the university and TAFE libraries contacted responded to the 
survey, and about one quarter of all other types of libraries contacted responded by 
completing the survey. The final analysis involves responses from 2 Parliamentary 
libraries, 12 TAFE libraries, 20 university libraries, 22 special / research libraries, and 
40 public libraries (including 2 joint use Public/TAFE libraries). A major glitch with the 
electronic survey collector resulted in responses from 2 State Libraries not being 
recorded for analysis, and follow up attempts also failed. 
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According to a news item on the ALIA employment page in November 2007, the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics Labour Force data from the 2006 Census shows there 
were10,085 librarians in Australia (Australian Library and Information Association, 
2007a), meaning this survey was responded to by libraries representing over 10% of 
the professional library workforce, giving credible data on which to base conclusions 
about the level and type of graduate that libraries desire to employ. 
 
 
Current Levels of Professional Qualifications 
 
In response to the question “How many professional librarian positions do you have 
in your organisation”, the 96 responding libraries indicated that in total they employ 
1077 professional library staff, with 44.7% of institutions represented in the survey 
employing 10 or more professional librarians, 22.4% having more than 20 
professional library staff, and 20% of those responding employing only one or two 
professional librarians.  
 

No. of staff Percent Number of libraries 

 0  0.0%   0  
 1 10.6% 10  
 2   9.6%   9  
 3-5 20.2% 19  
 6-9 14.9% 14  
 10-19 22.3% 21  
 20-29   6.4%   6  
 30-49   8.5%   8  
 50 or more   7.4%   7  
 
[2 of those surveyed offered no response to this question] 

 
Table 2. Number of professional librarians on staff of each responding library. 

 
When asked how many of their professional positions were filled by each level of 
librarian graduate, as the following table indicates, respondents indicated that at least 
32.4% of professional positions are currently held by bachelor graduates, and over 
50% are held by graduates of postgraduate programs.  
 

 
 Response %age for 
   Total each level 

 
Bachelor graduates? 349 32.4% 
Grad. Dip. Graduates? 470 43.6% 
Masters graduates?   75   7.0% 
Other?   62   5.8% 
Unsure  121 11.2% 

 
Table 3. Level of professional qualifications held. 

  
[Notes: 14 of those surveyed offered no response to this question; and 75% of the large 
number of unsure responses in the table consist of the responses of 2 large university 
libraries who presumably were unable to access readily the required information at the time of 
completing the survey.] 
 
When these data are compared between types of library, it is clear that university libraries 
employ a greater percentage of graduates(71.1%) from postgraduate programs than do other 
types of library, in contrast to public libraries (50.0%) and TAFE and Specials (60.5%). This 
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also means that public libraries employ the highest percentage of bachelor graduates (54.0%) 
compared with University libraries (28.9%) and TAFE and Specials (39.5%). 
 

 University libraries  Public libraries TAFE & Special Libraries 
 
Bachelor 28.9% 54.0% 39.5% 
Graduate Diploma 60.6% 40.4% 52.6% 
Masters  10.5%   5.6%   7.9% 
 
Table 4. Level of professional qualifications held by type of library. 

 

 
 
Level of qualification preferred 
 
Respondents were asked “When employing qualified professional librarians for your 
staff, do you look in particular for Bachelor graduates, Graduate Diploma graduates, 
Masters graduates, or No Preference?”. [It should be noted that the question was 
phrased to include ALL appointments, not just those designed to attract newly 
qualified professionals]. 
 
When employing qualified professional librarians for your staff, do you look in particular for: 
(Please choose ONE response)  
 

Response Total Univ. Public Other  

 
Bachelor graduates?   9.1%   5.6%   8.1% 12.1%  
Graduate Diploma graduates? 13.6% 33.3%   2.7% 15.2%  
Masters graduates?   1.1%   0.0%   0.0%   3.0%  
No Preference? 76.1% 61.1% 89.2% 69.7% 
 
Note: 8 libraries did not answer these questions 
 
Table 5. Preferred level of professional qualification. 

 
When employing qualified professional librarians for their staff, 76.1% of employers 
overall stated that they had no real preference between bachelor and postgraduate 
graduates. Only 9.1% expressed a firm preference for bachelor graduates, and 
13.6% for Graduate Diplomas, the latter figure boosted by 33.3% of university 
libraries professing their preference for these graduates. Through the comments 
section of this question, the university library respondents expressed their reasons 
for this including a preference for new recruits to have subject discipline knowledge, 
gained through an earlier generalist degree in addition to their professional library 
qualifications, especially for academic liaison librarian and some other specialised 
positions. It should be noted that parliamentary, special and research libraries also 
have a leaning towards graduate diplomas because of their subject expertise. 
 
Comments from public libraries, of which 89% expressed no preference to level of 
qualification, overwhelmingly indicated a desire for any level of qualification provided 
that the applicant came with appropriate experience. Public library respondents 
indicated through their comments that they place more emphasis on employing 
candidates with practical library experience and those who express an interest and or 
experience in working in a public library. Several comments suggest that public 
libraries are on the lookout for the attitude and ability to learn and innovate, 
suggesting that a combination of qualifications and experience are key to public 
library recruitment needs. 
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Selection Criteria and Professional Qualifications 
 
In order to elicit information about the extent to which libraries discriminate between 
different levels of qualification, respondents were asked to nominate the MOST and 
LEAST important aspects of the applicant‟s qualification in selecting professional 
staff. [Again, it should be noted that the question was phrased to include ALL 
appointments, not just those designed to attract newly qualified professionals]. 
 

Which is MOST Important? 
 
 ALL Univ. Libs Pub Libs 
 
Who awarded the qualification   5.0%   5.9%   6.5%  
Level of the qualification 52.5% 35.3% 58.1% 
Grades obtained 11.3% 29.4%   6.5% 
Subjects studied in the qualification 31.3% 29.4% 29.0% 
 
 
 
Which is LEAST Important? 
 
 ALL Univ. Libs Pub Libs 
 
Who awarded the qualification 55.0% 64.7% 51.5% 
Level of the qualification 11.3% 11.8% 12.1% 
Grades obtained 18.8%   5.9% 24.2% 
Subjects studied in the qualification 15.0% 17.6% 12.1% 
 
Note: 3 University and 5 Public libraries did not answer these questions 
 
Table 6. Preferred aspects of professional qualification in new appointments. 

 
Overall, the results showed that the level of the qualification was considered most 
important by more than half of the respondents, with the next most important factor 
being the subjects studied in the degree or diploma. These data seem somewhat at 
odds with the Bachelor/Graduate Diploma preferences expressed in Table 5, where a 
majority of libraries (76.1%) expressed no preference for the level of qualification. 
Some explanation for this apparent contradiction can be found in the comments of 
those who answered that the level of the qualification was most important: several of 
these libraries indicated that other factors, such as commitment towards qualification, 
work experience, special interest & subject knowledge and subjects studied, WERE 
just as important. The difficulty for many, clearly, was the need to choose only one 
factor as MOST important when several criteria guide their appointment of staff. 
 
Who awarded the qualification was least important to more than half of those 
surveyed, with the major comparative difference being that public libraries showed 
less interest (6.5%) in the grades obtained than did university libraries (29.4%), the 
latter rating the grades obtained equally in importance with the subjects studied. The 
other types of library were close to the overall percentages in their rankings, with the 
main exception being that some special libraries commented that work experience, 
special interest and subject knowledge are highly valued.  
 
Several libraries commented that these factors are not really considered when 
making appointments, as long as the qualification is recognised by ALIA. This reflects 
the recent unsubstantiated statement that ”many employers still require eligibility for 
ALIA associate ... membership as a pre-requisite for employment” (McVicker and 
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Murphy, 2006, p.36), and suggests that the ALIA recognition processes are accepted 
to the extent that employers of LIS graduates can concentrate on other contextual 
selection criteria. It has been reported elsewhere that there is a decline in the 
percentage of job advertisements indicating that a recognised professional 
qualification is required, “with only 32.5% of the ads in 2004 requiring ALIA 
recognition whereas in 1974 74.2% of ads mentioned ALIA recognition as a 
requirement.” (Kennan, Willard & Wilson, 2006, p. 26) Yet it was clear from a number 
of comments in this survey that, when recruiting professional staff, it is merely a 
matter of whether or not the applicant has an ALIA recognised qualification. It is 
worth noting also that there is a substantial minority of libraries of all types who 
include consideration of the degree/diploma transcript as part of the selection 
process. 
 
In addition, several public, university and research libraries commented that they are 
more interested in the person than the qualification (e.g. „none of these criteria figure 
in our selection process‟; „the reasons for students choosing particular institutions or 
subjects do not necessarily relate to our selection criteria‟; „we often employ on the 
potential of the person rather than specific knowledge’). 
 
 
Selection Criteria and Personal Factors 
 
In order to examine the extent to which libraries consider professional qualifications 
when employing new graduates, respondents were asked whether professional 
qualifications rate more or less highly than experience, references, age, employment 
record, motivation or personal characteristics. It should be noted that this was the 
first question in this survey which stated that it was seeking opinions about beginning 
professional positions. 
 
When employing new graduates, how important are professional qualifications? Do they rate 
more or less highly than:   

 
  MORE HIGHLY  EQUALLY  LESS HIGHLY  

 
experience 29.9%  46.0%  24.1% 
sound references 23.0% 51.7%  25.3% 
age 47.6%  17.9%  34.5% 
employment record 24.4%  47.7% 27.9% 
motivation  24.4%  38.4%  37.2% 
personal characteristics  20.9%  44.2% 34.9% 
 
Table 7. Importance of professional qualifications for new graduate positions 

 
With these responses, it is clear that age is the least highly rated characteristic, and 
that less than 30% felt that professional qualifications rated more highly than other 
factors. This was reflected in the many comments which accompanied the 
responses, which can be summed up as „Professional qualifications are a necessity. 
All other factors are then considered.‟  
 
It was clear that other attributes are extremely important to the total package. 
Experience is valued, but motivation, aptitude, and the personal attributes to deal 
with a diverse clientele, are more important for some positions. The following 
comment encapsulates what many of the libraries had to say when commenting 
about this question: 
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While professional qualifications are essential, when deciding between two 
candidates who both have ALIA accredited qualifications, personal characteristics, 
experience and references are of more importance than the level of the actual 
qualification. 
  
Quality of graduates 
 
In order to further clarify whether employers discriminate between levels of 
professional qualification, respondents were asked to consider whether there is a 
discernible difference in the quality of their newly employed graduates depending on 
the level of their professional qualification. The qualities chosen for this question 
represent some of the widely agreed attributes which are expected of graduates from 
Australian universities. Whilst it can be assumed that all library types employ different 
graduate types and are therefore in a position to make comparisons between 
Bachelor and Graduate Diploma graduates, 14 libraries chose not to answer this 
question, some of them not doing so because the number of new graduates recently 
employed by them is nil, or is very small. 
 
The following statements ask you to consider whether there is a discernible difference in the 
quality of your newly employed graduates depending on the level of their professional 
qualification. (Please respond to each statement)   
 

 Usually Sometimes Never 
 All Univ All Univ All Univ 
Recent Bachelor graduates are ready 
to begin work as professional librarians 36.6% 33.3% 59.8% 60.0%   3.7%   6.7% 
 
Recent Grad. Dip./Masters graduates are ready 
 to begin work as professional librarians 42.7% 53.3% 54.9% 40.0%   2.4%   6.7% 
  
Recent Bachelor graduates are valued for 
their academic qualities 35.4%   6.7% 54.9% 73.3%   9.8%  20.0% 
 
Recent Grad. Dip./Masters graduates are valued for 
their academic qualities 46.3% 33.3% 47.6% 66.7%   6.1%   0.0% 
 
Recent Bachelor graduates are valued for 
their employment related skills 37.5% 20.0% 56.3% 66.7%   6.3% 13.3% 
 
Recent Grad. Dip./Masters graduates are valued for 
their employment related skills 44.4% 20.0% 54.3% 80.0%   1.2%   0.0% 
 
Recent Bachelor graduates are valued for 
their commitment to life-long learning. 33.3% 20.0% 55.6% 60.0% 11.1%  20.0% 
 
Recent Grad. Dip./Masters graduates are valued for 
their commitment to life-long learning 46.3% 33.3% 45.0% 53.3%   8.8% 13.3% 

 
Note: 14 libraries (including 5 University libraries) did not answer these questions. 

 
Table 8. Qualities of recent LIS graduates. 

 
Responses indicated that 42.7% of employers felt recent Graduate Diploma 
graduates were usually ready to begin work as professional librarians whereas 
36.6% felt that Bachelor graduates were. This is not a major difference, and 
questions about valuing graduates for their academic qualities and employment 
related skills evoked similar levels of response. 
 
One noticeable difference did appear, with 46.3% of respondents indicating that 
recent Graduate Diploma graduates were usually valued for their commitment to 
lifelong learning, compared with 33.3% for Bachelor graduates. Comments on this 
question indicate this is probably because Bachelor graduates, especially those who 
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have only studied on-campus full time, tend to come with minimal employment 
experience. (One respondent qualified this by stating that graduates who have 
studied externally are picking up that experience while obtaining their degree). 
 
A further conclusion here has to be that whilst most employers avow little discernable 
difference in a range of qualities between Graduate Diploma and Bachelor 
graduates, University libraries do  express a lower opinion of the graduate qualities of 
Bachelor graduate, especially their academic qualities and commitment to lifelong 
learning. However, other qualities that are sought, but which were not surveyed, 
came out in comments indicating that recency [of graduation] is quite often less 
relevant than whether the applicants studied as mature students or whether they 
have other qualifications or experience or aptitudes. As one public library 
commented: 
 
Usually the telling differences revolve around maturity, communication skills and 
customer service orientation. In my experience recently qualified graduates without 
significant relevant work experience are not sufficiently prepared for dealing with the 
public.   
 
The extent to which recent graduates require further training in order to become 
ready for a professional role was raised by a university library. 
 
A recent Bachelor graduate with a prior Library Tech qualification and work 
experience often needs coaching to move from operational to professional level of 
work. Recent Bachelor graduates without work experience often need coaching to 
understand the operational context to make their professional work meaningful within 
the organisation. Recent Post graduates with some industry experience seem to 
need less coaching to understand and be effective in a professional role - postgrads 
and paraprofessionals seem to trust each other more to perform their own roles. 
 
This is a clear indication that simply gaining a LIS degree or graduate diploma is not 
sufficient, and that a range of other factors, including personal characteristics and 
inter-personal skills, work experience (preferably, but not necessarily, industry-
related), and maturity, will be important in allowing graduates at either level to 
present as ready to go professionals. 
 
 
Attributes of Graduates 
 
The analysis of responses to this point in the survey indicates that professional 
qualifications are not the total package required, and that there is little discrimination 
between bachelor and graduate diploma holders. Respondents were then asked to 
consider whether different levels of qualification indicate certain attributes will be held 
by the recent graduates. Graduate attributes are the generic skills and capabilities 
that all undergraduate students are expected to develop during their studies. These 
generic graduate attributes are widely understood, and most universities are required 
to demonstrate, for example in their course documentation, how each course will 
enable students to acquire them. Such graduate attributes build students‟ capacity to 
contribute to their community, their profession, and to the wider society.  
 
For this survey, respondents were asked to consider to what extent (always, usually, 
or sometimes) each of the two levels of qualification (Bachelor and Graduate 
Diploma) display the following attributes: 
 

 demonstrate a broad overview of the field of LIS 
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 are able to communicate effectively in a manner relevant to LIS 

 graduates demonstrate analytical skills, including the exercise of critical and 
reflective judgement 

 are likely to have the ability to apply knowledge to the workplace 

 are able to address unfamiliar problems 

 are able to plan their own work 

 are able to work as a team member 

 are likely to have the adaptability/capacity to cope with change 
 
 

 ALWAYS USUALLY SOMETIMES  
 
Bachelor - broad overview of LIS. 5.9% 58.8% 35.3% 
Grad. Dip./Masters - broad overview of LIS. 4.7% 63.5% 31.8% 
 
Bachelor - communicate effectively. 5.9% 68.2% 25.9%  
Grad. Dip./Masters - communicate effectively. 10.6% 69.4% 20.0%  
 
Bachelor - analytical skills. 5.9% 49.4% 44.7% 
Grad. Dip./Masters - analytical skills. 16.5%  57.6% 25.9% 
 
Bachelor -  apply knowledge to workplace. 11.8% 52.9% 35.3%  
Grad. Dip./Masters -  apply knowledge to workplace. 14.1% 61.2% 24.7%  
 
Bachelor - address problems. 3.5% 48.2% 48.2% 
Grad. Dip./Masters -  address problems. 5.9% 63.5% 30.6% 
 
Bachelor -  plan own work. 3.6% 62.7% 33.7% 
Grad. Dip./Masters -  plan own work. 10.7% 67.9% 21.4%  
 
Bachelor -  work as team member. 14.1% 58.8% 27.1%  
Grad. Dip./Masters -  work as team member. 11.8% 65.9% 22.4%  
 
Bachelor - capacity to cope with change. 17.6% 50.6% 31.8%  
Grad. Dip./Masters - capacity to cope with change. 14.3% 63.1% 22.6%  

 
Note: 11 libraries did not respond to this question. 
 

Table 9. Attributes held by recent LIS graduates – all respondents. 

 
The responses showed that over the whole range of libraries (Table 9), the 
perception is that Graduate Diploma graduates (68%-80%) always or usually display 
these attributes more than Bachelor graduates (51%-80%). In particular, Graduate 
Diploma graduates are perceived as being more likely to demonstrate analytical 
skills, including the exercise of critical and reflective judgement; and be able to 
address unfamiliar problems. 
 
Most types of library showed responses similar to the overall responses, with the one 
exception being that 63.9% of public libraries indicated that recent Bachelor 
graduates are more usually able to demonstrate a broad overview of the LIS field. 
Perhaps undertaking their LIS studies over a longer period, and perhaps having more 
time to study each curriculum area, gives the bachelor graduates an edge here. 
 

 ALWAYS USUALLY SOMETIMES  
 
Bachelor - broad overview of LIS.   5.9% 64.7% 29.4% 
Grad. Dip./Masters - broad overview of LIS.   5.9% 76.5% 13.0% 
 
Bachelor - communicate effectively.   0.0% 70.6% 29.4%  
Grad. Dip./Masters - communicate effectively.   5.9% 76.5% 17.6%  
 
Bachelor - analytical skills.   5.9% 29.4% 64.7% 
Grad. Dip./Masters - analytical skills. 23.5%  47.1% 29.4% 
 



Sanders, R, The demand and need for undergraduate education for LIS in Australia 12 

Bachelor -  apply knowledge to workplace.   0.0% 47.1% 52.9%  
Grad. Dip./Masters -  apply knowledge to workplace.   0.0% 58.8% 41.2%  
 
Bachelor - address problems.   0.0% 52.9% 47.1% 
Grad. Dip./Masters -  address problems.   5.9% 70.6% 23.5% 
 
Bachelor -  plan own work.   0.0% 64.7% 35.3% 
Grad. Dip./Masters -  plan own work.   5.9% 64.7% 29.4%  
 
Bachelor -  work as team member.   5.9% 70.6% 23.5%  
Grad. Dip./Masters -  work as team member.   0.0% 76.5% 23.5%  
 
Bachelor - capacity to cope with change. 17.6% 50.6% 31.8%  
Grad. Dip./Masters - capacity to cope with change. 14.3% 63.1% 22.6%  

 
Note: 11 libraries did not respond to this question. 

 

Table 10. Attributes held by recent LIS graduates – University libraries. 

 
 
When university library responses about these 2 attributes are isolated (Table 10), 
the gap between bachelor and graduate diploma graduates is even more marked.  
Only 35% of university library respondents felt that Bachelor graduates were always 
or usually able to demonstrate analytical skills, including the exercise of critical and 
reflective judgement, whereas 71% felt that Graduate Diploma graduates could. 
Similarly, 53% of university libraries felt that Bachelor graduates were always or 
usually able to address unfamiliar problems, with 76 % acknowledging that Graduate 
diploma graduates could. 
 
One interesting feature of the university libraries‟ responses is that they could be 
seen as a message to LIS educators that their graduates are not necessarily leaving 
their programs with attributes which allow them to apply their knowledge in practice, 
or work in teams. 
 
However, comments from university libraries indicate a feeling that work experience 
plays a part in these questions, including the following comment regarding graduates 
who commence with other life/employment experiences. 
 
„Work experience plays a part in these questions - someone who has come straight 
from study, whether bachelor or post grad, with little work experience, will not always 
have the same practical skills and knowledge as someone who has worked in the 
area either before postgrad or during their studies.„ 
 
What is clear from the many individual comments on this set of questions is that the 
librarians answering this survey consider that these are not necessarily academic 
qualities. What many of the comments are telling us is that the achievement of these 
attributes really depends on the individual, that work and life experience are where 
these are gained, and that the need for these qualities is recognised by libraries 
when employing staff. However, realistically, most employers do not expect university 
study to have taught these. As one employer said: 
 
In my experience, the level of course does not seem to have a huge influence on an 
individual's capacity to demonstrate these behaviours. Of more relevance appears to 
be whether they have had an opportunity to develop these skills either in the course 
program or in a work-place. 
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Two of the course coordinators surveyed summed it up well: „My understanding is 
that employers are looking for practical skills and an understanding of the LIS 
workplace, at least in general terms.‟ 
 
‘In general, I would say that our undergraduates are more flexible and adaptable, go 
into a much wider range of information related positions and more readily acquire 
new information skills than many (but not all) of our postgraduates.’ 
 
What is the appropriate level for professional education for LIS? 
 
As discussed at the beginning of this article, some recent commentators on the 
profession have indicated that they are unsure whether professional education for 
LIS is appropriate at the undergraduate level. In that context, respondents were 
asked if they thought that the education provided in Bachelor programs equips 
graduates with the attributes required of professional librarians in their organisation. 
 

Do LIS Bachelor programs equip graduates with the attributes required of 
professional librarians in your organisation? 
 
 ALL Univ Public Other 
Yes 64.8% 52.6%  71.1% 64.5% 
No 18.2% 26.3% 10.5% 22.6% 
Depends on where they studied their degree 17.1% 21.1%  18.4% 12.9% 
 
Table 11. LIS Bachelor graduates as professional librarians 

 
 
As discussed also at the beginning of this article, some recent commentators on the 
profession have indicated that professional education for LIS should be Masters level 
only. In that context, respondents were asked if they thought that the education 
provided in Graduate Diploma programs equips graduates with the attributes 
required of professional librarians in their organisation. 
 

Do LIS Graduate Diploma programs equip graduates with the attributes required of 
professional librarians in your organisation? 
 
 ALL Univ Public Other 
Yes 65.9% 83.3% 54.1% 69.7% 
No 15.9% 5.6% 21.6% 15.2% 
Depends on where they studied their degree 18.2% 11.1%  24.3% 15.2% 
 
Table 12. LIS Graduate Diploma graduates as professional librarians 

 
 
 

When the „Yes‟ and „Depends where studied‟ responses are combined, these results 
suggest that 84% of employers believe that the education provided in LIS programs 
in Australia does equip graduates with the attributes required of professional 
librarians in their organisation, and that this does not depend on the education being 
at either of the two levels available for professional entry to the profession. However, 
as part of that suggestion, there is a reasonably strong opinion that the value of the 
candidate‟s professional education can depend on where they studied their degree. 
 
The No vote to bachelor entry is strongest amongst university libraries, 26.3% of 
whom believe bachelor programs do not produce the graduates they desire (with 
83.3% of them believing Graduate Diploma programs do). This is probably the 
strongest endorsement of the Graduate Diploma level entry qualification from this 



Sanders, R, The demand and need for undergraduate education for LIS in Australia 14 

survey. Several university libraries indicated that both Bachelor and Graduate 
Diploma programs produce suitable professionals, with one commenting that if there 
is a problem with either then the flaw is in the relevance of the program being taught 
them, and not in the level of course. Another stated: „I have found Bachelor program 
graduates to have a broader understanding of LIS.‟ 
 
As might be expected, public libraries show a somewhat contrasting opinion, with 
71% indicating that Bachelor degrees equip graduates with the attributes they 
require, and although 21.6% of public libraries indicated that Graduate Diploma 
graduates do not meet their needs, one commented that „in public libraries, bachelor 
graduates and masters graduates are regarded as equals in the profession and 
management are not aware of the difference in qualification.‟ 
 
Other comments temper this somewhat, with a number of public libraries suggesting 
that LIS education does not align well with the reality of public library staffing needs. 
There is a desire for more public library emphasis in degree programs, with skills in 
the areas of team leadership, supervision and community engagement skills being 
mentioned specifically. 
 
Further, some public libraries felt that Graduate Diploma graduates don't have a 
great depth of knowledge of professional duties e.g. cataloguing, reference work, etc. 
One public library, in commenting on the value of a Graduate Diploma qualification, 
felt that the value of the professional qualification depended more „on what the base 
degree is - a BA in Literature is less useful to a modern library. Yet we still seem to 
get so many people thinking this is the ideal training base for a job that actually is 
more like running a business. This is where the Bachelor program participants seem 
to have a better grasp of what is required in the real world.’ 
 
There was also some divergence of opinion amongst similar types of library, as 
evidenced by these contrasting comments from special libraries: 
 
‘If anything, I think that Bachelor programs better equip graduates, as they are 
required to study more library subjects than a grad dip/masters student whose main 
qualification could be in any field of study. The Bachelor program is targeted at the 
profession and I personally believe it better prepares graduates to enter the library 
workforce than a grad dip/masters.’ 
 
‘Diploma course is more interactive/ practical, add a BBus(or similar) & you have a 
better outcome than theoretical Bachelors.’ 
 
 
Masters as the entry level? 
 
One of the interesting features of survey analysis can be the surprises which occur 
by the release of unsolicited information, especially, as in the case of this survey, 
when space is allowed for comments at the end of each question. Whilst the question 
of a professional Masters level entry to the profession was raised in the introduction 
to this article, it was not mentioned in the survey. Yet as you will see shortly, it is a 
topic for debate for which, inadvertently, the survey gave a platform. 
 
There have been some recent analyses of LIM education in Australia which have 
questioned the need for, and value of, undergraduate LIM education, and a 
suggestion by some of the profession in Australia that we move towards 
postgraduate qualifications as the only means of entry to the profession.  
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... I am convinced that we have done ourselves another major disservice by not 
actively and energetically promoting ourselves as a graduate (professional masters) 
profession. (Harvey, 2001, p.17) 
 
Ironically, the market for LIS qualifications may be moving towards postgraduate 
entry model, as was first proposed by the Library Association of Australia in the early 
1960s. (Hallam, 2006, p.7) 
 
It may be that this is the start of a trend towards both students and employers 
expecting a Masters degree as the standard entry level. (Genoni, 2005). 
 
In commenting on the questions relating to the appropriate level for professional 
education for LIS, several employers expressed the unsolicited view that they are not 
prepared to endorse a postgraduate (professional masters) only profession: 
 
A Masters degree on its own would make for a very green professional but no 
different from a Bachelor degree with no industry experience. That's why I prefer to 
consider training and experience as a 'package' accommodating several pathways to 
professional librarianship/information management. If there was only the Masters 
pathway, then the experience would take greater weight in appointing to senior 
positions. 
  
GradDip is sufficient. 
 
With a quality degree I don't think it is necessary to require a Masters.   
 
Masters only would just give us more graduates with less on the job experience.   
 
I don't believe that professional education for LIS should be at Masters only, as this 
greatly reduces the eligibility of students to enter the profession in a timely and cost-
effective manner. 
 
From a course coordinator, whose comments relate to the statement in the survey 
that some recent commentators on the profession have indicated that professional 
education for LIS is not appropriate at the undergraduate level. 
 
I think this concern is based on a desire by librarians to ape other professions which 
have graduate only entry rather than on the merits of the arguments. It is perhaps 
also based on the idea that a librarian has to be a subject specialist in the area that 
they provide services in, which has some merit for the employment of some staff in 
university or research libraries, but is not generally a necessity. It also assumes that 
the undergraduate programs are preparing students only to become librarians which 
is manifestly not the case. Other information related areas of employment do not 
have these status concerns. 
 
 
Demand for graduates 
 
Respondents were asked for their opinion about the demand for professional 
librarians in the immediate past and immediate future (past and future 5 years).  
 
The following questions asked for the respondents‟ opinions about the demand for 
professional librarians in their organisation in the immediate past and immediate 
future.  
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 YES NO NOT SURE 
All responses 57.1% 42.9% 0.0% 
 
University 60.0% 40.0% 0.0% 
Public 63.2% 36.8% 0.0% 
Specials 45.5% 54.5% 0.0% 
TAFE 54.5% 45.5% 0.0% 
 
Table 13. Has the need for professional librarians increased in the past 5 years?  

 
 
 
  
 YES NO NOT SURE 
All responses 55.6% 25.6% 18.9%   
 
University 68.4% 10.5% 21.1% 
Public 63.2% 23.7% 13.2% 
Specials 36.4% 31.8% 31.8% 
TAFE 45.5% 45.5%   9.1% 
 
Table 14. Will the need for professional librarians increase over the next 5 years? 

 
 
 YES NO NOT SURE 
All responses 58.9% 24.4% 16.7% 
 
University 57.9% 26.3% 15.8% 
Public 65.8% 15.8% 18.4% 
Specials 40.9% 45.5% 13.6% 
TAFE 72.7%   9.1% 18.2% 

 
Table 15. Is there a shortage of  qualified professional librarians? 

 
 
 
57.1% of respondents indicated that the need for professional librarians had 
increased in their organisation, with the strongest „growth‟ coming from public 
libraries (63.2%) and university libraries (60.2%).  At the same time, 68.4% of 
university libraries expect the need for professional librarians to increase in their 
organisation over the next 5 years, and 63.2% of public libraries agree. 
 
In contrast, 54.5% of specials libraries indicated a slackening of demand, and 
opinions are almost equally shared as to whether there or not will be a future 
increase in demand. 
 
Overall, 58.9% of respondents felt that there is currently a shortage of professional 
librarians, something which a federal government website, Australian JobSearch 
(2005), confirms in reporting that unemployment for librarians is low (2%), and that 
employment in this medium sized occupation (12,300 in February 2007) rose strongly 
in the past five years, and fell slightly in the long-term (ten years). 
 
An issue raised by several libraries, especially public, TAFE and Specials, is the 
difficulty of attracting graduates to rural and remote areas. 
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„the problem for us, as a remote library is attracting qualified people - we're aware 
that there's a glut of qualified people in the metropolitan centre but this is definitely 
not the case here.’ 
 
‘We are in a regional provincial area not metropolitan. New graduates do not appear 
to want to leave major cities.  
 
In larger centres, and in all types of library, professional librarian positions in some 
cases will attract large numbers of applicants, and in others not so many. Comments 
seem to indicate that this is a transition time for the profession in terms of the size, 
growth and retention of staff. The following comments are a few of the numerous 
which reflect the main issues raised regarding future demand for professional 
librarians: the ageing of the profession, the difficulty of attracting staff to rural, 
regional and remote areas;  and the attraction of good graduates to other than library 
careers. 
 
„Recruiting qualified librarians is becoming more difficult in my experience - we have 
found jobs only attract a very small field of applicants. This will no doubt become 
even more difficult as a number of our staff retire in the next 5-10 years.‟ [City 
university library] 
 
 ‘Not sure if there is a shortage yet but there have been times when it's been 
challenging to find qualified employees. I do think it will become a problem in the 
future (next 3-5 years)’ [Regional public library] 
 
‘There doesn't seem to be any consistency in the number/level of applications we 
receive from external applicants for many of our vacancies’  [Growth area Public 
Library] 
 
‘One only has to see how many professional librarians apply for a newly advertised 
position to know there is no shortage. This could also be construed as a large 
amount of librarians unhappy with their positions or conditions in the job.’ [City 
special library] 
 
‘We rarely have new graduates apply for positions but are always delighted to 
employ people new to the profession especially if the are y generation.’ [City public 
library] 
 
 
 
Skills Shortages 
 
A recent survey of job advertisements listed the new skills being sought by 
employers as including web design and maintenance, and e-resources, along with an 
increase in the importance of interpersonal skills, behavioural skills, client services 
and management skills. (Kennan, Willard & Wilson, 2006)  
 
This is supported by the comments made in several of the questions posed by the 
employers survey being reported in this article. A number of comments from 
university libraries indicated that, in addition to an understanding of, and ability to 
operate in, the library knowledge domain, these libraries need an integrated mix of 
skills to meet client needs.  They are increasingly needing to recruit professionals 
with skills other than librarianship, including IT skills, web design and business 
analysis. Some university library recruiters look favourably on those with 
teaching/education qualifications, and would like to employ people with an 
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understanding of the RQF and an ability to assist academics with data management 
and bibliometrics. One commented: „graduates are attracted by other sectors of the 
information industry with better salaries and more freedom to use new ICT 
technologies‟.  
 
Public libraries who commented on the availability of staff mentioned skill areas such 
as diverse as service delivery to children, information evaluation, and systems 
management, and more than one stressed a need for stronger skills in IT, 
supervision and management, finance and marketing.  
 
Some public libraries are frustrated in their search for appropriate graduates: 
 
The profession is moving quickly and the qualifications are not. Graduate programs 
need to attract students from a wider range of disciplines than the very traditional 
literature & history ones we seem to pull from. 
 
There is a critical shortage of professional librarians and of librarians with the 
contemporary outlook required for modern public library services. We still seem to be 
seeing large numbers of graduates who come from a process based focus rather 
than a customer focus.  Another stated that „attitude and customer service orientation 
is central to providing innovative public library services’. 
 
Finally, there were some comments indicating a need for graduates with the ability to 
work with metadata (one special library commented that there is a shortage of 
specialist cataloguers for special collections), and with project management training. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
Earlier in this article it was reported that 76% of employers overall stated that they 
had no real preference between bachelor and postgraduate graduates when 
employing qualified professional librarians for their staff. It was also reported that 
more than 80% of employers believe that the education provided in LIS programs in 
Australia does equip graduates with the attributes required of professional librarians 
in their organisation, and that this does not depend on the education being at either 
of the two levels available for professional entry to the profession. 
 
It is reasonable to conclude, therefore, that the overwhelming majority of employers 
believe that the education provided in LIS programs in Australia does equip 
graduates with the attributes required of professional librarians in their organisation, 
and that this does not depend on the level of the qualification. 
 
It is a clear conclusion of this survey that employers in all types of library, and more 
especially in public and special libraries, prefer that the profession continues to 
provide a variety of entry levels through the recognition of both bachelor degrees and 
graduate diplomas in LIS as first professional qualifications. If this is accepted, then 
the survey provides some evidence to support the need to strengthen the curriculum, 
and enhance in all levels of courses the opportunities for LIS students to gain the 
experience and attributes which will help them become the kinds of graduates the 
profession desires. 
 
The findings of another recent Australian study exploring the current situation in 
education for information in Australia show „support for the relevance of traditional 
subjects of information management or library and information science and 
expansion of core knowledge into behavioural aspects of information use, for the 
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need for specializations or electives, for a stronger focus on digital libraries and 
issues in digitization, such as IP, copyright, integrity and authentication of 
information.‟ (Yu & Davis, 2007). 
 
Although curriculum was not intended as an issue for analysis in the survey under 
discussion in this article, a number of employers have indicated that recent graduates 
are lacking in some areas of professional knowledge, in some interpersonal and 
generic skills and attributes, and that it is the knowledge and skills of the candidates 
(rather than the level of education) that can create difficulties for those recruiting LIS 
graduates. This survey supports the conclusions of the Yu & Davis study that there is 
a need for some reform of LIS education. 
 
What this study suggests is that, for many employers, further attainment of generic 
graduate attributes would be an improvement, as would the valuing, in curriculum, of 
people skills used in customer service, IT and web-based skills, and further 
management and supervision skills. There is a strong feeling from employers that all 
recent graduates require considerable further development in the workplace.  It also 
indicates quite strongly that the level of professional qualification is not a major issue, 
and that both bachelor degrees and graduate diplomas in LIS are welcomed in all 
types of library. The major consideration for employers is having sufficient quality 
graduates to choose from, with factors such as experience, maturity and personal 
attributes weighing heavily in the selection of professional staff. 
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