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M any stories appear in the m e­
dia stating that the career for 
the future w ill be in in fo rm a­

tion or information m anagem ent, and it 
can be assumed from this that students 
in their last year of secondary schooling 
w ou ld  be tempted to consider a career 
in librarianship. To test this belief a sur­
vey  w as con d u cted  in W e s te rn  A u s ­
tralia in 1996, w h ereb y  school-leavers 
w e re  questioned  about their attitudes 
towards careers in librarianship. The re­
sults indicated a continuance of a nega­
tive  im age of lib rarians, and also 
highlighted a shift in perceptions w h ich  
must o ccu r before librarianship w ill be­
com e a des irab le  caree r option  for a 
greater num ber of school-leavers.

In des ign ing  the su rvey  the re­
searchers intended the answ ers to be 
'a tt itu d in a l' in nature. The researches 
w anted  data w h ich  w o u ld  answ er the 
fo llow ing  questions:

• W h a t  perceptions do school-leavers 
have o f the personal characteris tics  
of peop le w h o  w o rk  in lib raries?

• W h a t  perceptions do school-leavers 
have of the range of p laces w h ere  li­
brarians w o rk  and the nature of the 
w ork  they do?

• W h a t  perceptions do school-leavers 
have of the ed u ca tio n a l q u a lif ic a ­
tions needed to w ork  in libraries, and 
of the salaries rece ived  by librarians?

• H o w  do  schoo l- leavers rank lib ra r­
ians against other professional/career 
groups on a range of factors w h ich  
w ill help  determ ine the ir future c a ­
reer cho ice ?

Two-thousand questionnaires w ere  
d istributed  to tw en ty- five  seco n d ary  
schoo ls across the state. Seven-hun- 
dred-and-sixty-six va lid  responses w ere  
returned to the researchers, w ith  63.9 
per cen t o f the respondents being fe­
m ale and 36.1 per cen t m ale (perhaps 
ind icating  a greater w illingness to par­
tic ipate on the part of fem ale students).

Personal characteristics
School- leavers perceptions of the per­
sonal cha rac te ris tic s  of peop le  w h o  
w ork  in libraries w e re  quite positive in 
that they believed that librarians belong 
to a 'h e lp in g ' or se rv ice  profession. 
H ow eve r, there w as a negative percep ­
tion that lib rariansh ip  is not interesting 
or creative. It can be speculated that for 
most seventeen- or eighteen-year-olds,

these w ou ld  be the ve ry  characteristics 
w h ic h  they w o u ld  be most l ik e ly  to 
look  for w hen  choos ing  a course of 
study and career.

Students be lieved  that over n inety 
per cen t of lib rarians are w o m en  and 
that the predom inant age-level w as in 
the range of 30-49 years. A  m ajor con ­
cern  w as the respondents percep tion  
that there are few  library and inform a­
tion  w orkers in the age group 20-29 
years, and it is c lear from this response 
that lib rariansh ip  is perce ived  as being 
a profession dom inated  by (m uch ) 
o ld e r p eop le  —  a prob lem  because 
young people are like ly to w ish to work 
and associate w ith  others o f a s im ilar 
age. The other concern  is that the re­
spondents have identified a lack of role 
m odels w h o  are m ale, as w e ll as in the 
'2 0 -2 9 ' age group.

Work characteristics
Th is section  a im ed  to determ ine the 
p ercep tions of the range of p laces 
w h e re  librarians w ork , and the nature 
of the w ork  they do. Educational insti­
tutions rece ived  a high-level of identi­
fication  in places of w ork. Respondents 
also identified libraries w ith  institutions 
(m useum s and arch ives) w h ich  w ou ld  
typ ica lly  be associated w ith storage and 
preservation of written material or other 
cu ltu ra l artefacts. It is ev ident, h o w ­
ever, that school leavers do not have a 
full appreciation  of the m any different 
environm en ts in w h ich  lib rarians can 
po tentia lly  be em p loyed .

Respondents w e re  provided w ith  a 
list of fifteen tasks and asked to identify 
those they thought lib rarians w o u ld  
perform . W h ile  they d id show  a high 
level of recognition regarding tasks that 
w o u ld  usually  be considered  'p ro fes­
s iona l' and 'non-professional', the re­
sults show ed that respondents had little 
recogn ition  of the d ifference betw een 
lib rarians and others w h o  w ork  in the 
lib raries —  an 'e ve ryb o d y  w h o  w orks 
in a library must be a librarian ' attitude.

The students did not identify tasks 
that w o u ld  be identified as being of a 
m anageria l nature ( 'su p erv ise  staff', 
'budget con tro l') w ith  a lib ra rians ' 
w o rk . W h ile  it is true that these tasks 
often take p lace aw ay  from the public  
gaze, it w o u ld  also seem  to ind ica te  
that school leavers do not associate li­

brarians w ith  w o rk p lace  m anagem ent 
or autonom y.

Professional characteristics
The third question set a im ed to deter­
m ine school leave rs ' p ercep tions of 
educational qualifica tions and salaries 
rece ived . A  substantial concern  to the 
profession should be that from a sam ­
ple group of Y ea r 12 students in the 
process of ap p ly ing  for adm ission  to 
un ive rs ity  courses, o n ly  tw en ty-e ight 
per cent be lieve  that a university q u a li­
fication is a prerequisite for w ork ing  as 
a librarian.

H o w eve r , the respondents had a 
reasonab ly accu ra te  understand ing of 
the current salary cond itions of lib rar­
ians, particu la rly  o f the salaries a v a il ­
ab le  to those co m m e n c in g  the ir c a ­
reers.

Comparison of professional 
characteristics with other careers
Respondents w e re  asked to rank ten 
professional caree r groups, in c lu d in g  
that of librarian, acco rd ing  to five crite ­
ria —  earn ing  c ap a c ity , co m m u n ity  
leadership, ed u cation a l requ irem ents, 
caree r prospects, co m m u n ity  status. 
These factors w ere  chosen as they w ere  
lik e ly  to d eterm ine  the d es irab ility  o f 
these careers for the respondents.

Results obtained w ere  quite disturb­
ing in that not o n ly  w as 'lib ra r ia n ' 
ranked last acco rd ing  to the criteria  of 
earn ing  cap ac ity , but the m ean score 
show ed  an ex trem ely  strong negative  
response. The other concern  generated 
from the responses to the rank ing  of 
educational requirem ents is that of the 
ranking of 'l ib ra r ia n ' b e lo w  'e le c tr i ­
c ia n ', the o n ly  o ccu p a tio n  in this list 
w h ich  is not usually  entered through a 
university course. The im plication  from 
this ranking w ou ld  seem to be that the 
respondents have not perceived  the dif­
ference betw een those staff in libraries 
w h o  have ach ieved  a qualifying tertiary 
degree, and those w h o  have  som e 
other form o f q u a lif ica tio n  (such as a 
library techn ic ian 's  d ip lom a) or no for­
mal qualifica tion  at all.

The respondents ranked librarian- 
ship last on ca ree r prospects. From  
these results it is ev ident that librarian- 
ship is un like ly  to attract the am bitious 
school-leaver. ■
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