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Abstract 

This paper reviews the challenges facing librarians and other information specialists in terms  
of employers’ expectations, and how the necessary skills could be developed in professional  
education.   It  focuses  on  the  role  of  writing  in  professional  education  and  in  library  
leadership.  The paper emphasises how written work submitted during professional education  
not only enriches subject knowledge, but also enhances time-management skills and could  
embed a reflective,  evidenced-based approach to professional  practice,  develop  advocacy  
skills, and underpin efforts to enhance personal professional standing.  The papers submitted  
for the competition organised annually since 1996 by the journal  Libri for the best paper  
recently completed by a student are considered, and the subsequent careers of some of the  
early winners are discussed on the basis of information available on the web.  

Introduction 

Written  assignments  and  formal  written  examinations  are  the  most  common  means  of 
assessing students.  They are probably an experience that few students enjoy, as they have 
little  control  over  the  topic,  except  perhaps  in  those  few assignments  in  which  they  are 
permitted to choose the subject (and some students may not even enjoy that experience!).  Is 
this perhaps one explanation for why few graduate practitioners appear to write and publish 
accounts of their work?  Could it provide part of the explanation why, despite the general 
recognition that we now live in the ‘Information Society’, librarians have not been able to 
present an effective case for their role in contemporary society, and why libraries are often 
seen as a low priority for funding?  The aim of this short paper is to begin to explore the 
possible  roots  of  these  problems,  to  enable  students  to  recognise  the  significance  of 
developing their writing skills, and to promote a discussion about some of the values that are 
applied by teachers in Schools of Librarianship and Information Studies in assessing students’ 
written  work.   The  paper  also  considers  some  of  the  ways  in  which  student  writing  is 
encouraged by other agencies, and identifies some of the more explicit benefits, taking the 
annual Libri “Best Student Paper” competition as an example.  

Professional goals

Why should we contribute to our professional literature?  

Isn’t one of the central beliefs of the Library and Information Science profession that sharing 
knowledge enhances the life of individuals and the success of organisations?  There is sound 
research  behind  that  belief.   Social  scientists  have  pointed  to  the  importance  of 
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communication media in transferring awareness and understanding of innovations (Rogers, 
1995).  Writing about developments that you have initiated or in which you have taken part 
could enable others to recognise the potential  for improvements in what they do, and the 
options for change.  

Above all,  isn’t this a way of demonstrating your professionalism?  Professionalism is an 
attitude  of  mind.   It  means  having  the  sense of  curiosity  and responsibility  to  be asking 
continually:
 What is the situation here?  
 Why is it what it is?  
 What should it ideally be?  
 How might it reasonably be improved?  
 What, realistically, could I personally do to improve it?  

In practical terms, doesn’t being better informed as a result of asking these questions should 
help you make sensible decisions about what you can do, and give you the motivation to do 
it?  

From  a  personal  perspective,  there  are  clear  advantages.   Writing  for  the  professional 
literature  provides  evidence  of  your  continuing  professional  development,  and  studies  of 
information  professionals  have  confirmed  that  continuing  your  professional  development 
influences the career progression (Farmer & Campbell 1998).  

Employers’ expectations

It is interesting to reflect  on this, and to ask what employers look for in their  staff.   The 
curriculum  for  courses  in  librarianship  and  information  science  has  been  the  subject  of 
countless analyses and debates by academics (e.g. Bronstein 2009), almost all focused on the 
content of courses, and when they survey employers about the development of their courses 
the teachers have tended to maintain that focus on content.  But what do employers really 
value?  For many years, more broadly based surveys of employers have consistently tended to 
show that  employers  pay less  attention  to  their  employees’  subject  knowledge,  and more 
attention to their:
 communication skills, including presenting a case, persuading, influencing;
 task management skills, including planning, organising, decision making, evaluation
 creative thinking and problem solving skills;
 self-appraisal skills; and their ability to
 combine all these attributes in action-centred leadership skills  (Johnson and Williams 

1990).

Assessing students’ work

So perhaps we should pay more attention to developing these skills?  How then should we set 
out to achieve these aims?  

What an employer wants to be sure of when a member of their staff makes a report, in writing 
or orally, is that:
 their  investigation  of  the  subject,  whether  it  was  a  professional  technique  or  staff  

behaviour, has been based on a thorough gathering of the evidence;
 their analysis and findings are credible;
 they communicate the results of their investigation in a way that is easily understandable  

and will give others confidence in their work; and that
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 they have considered any practical implications for actions that may be necessary. 

How well do written assignments contribute to the development of all of these skills?  It is 
perhaps understandable that teachers, and students, see written assignments as expecting an 
indication of the understanding of the subject, but should that be  the major element in the 
marks assigned for a piece of work?  How much credit  should be given for the depth of 
investigation,  for  the coherence  of  the  analysis,  and for  clarity  in  the presentation  of  the 
paper?  

Employers also expect their staff to carry out correctly any instructions they have been given, 
and to meet deadlines.  How much credit is given for observing guidelines on the assignment, 
and for completing work on time, or how clearly is failure to do so penalised?  

How many opportunities are provided for students to investigate a topic of their own choice? 
How much credit is given for originality in the concept, or the approach taken to the topic?  

Expecting students to appraise the quality of their own work is perhaps impractical, but self-
appraisal can take other forms.  How much are, for example, the presence of typographical 
errors and incorrect citations taken into account is assessing the end result? 

The Libri “Best Student Paper” competition

If teachers in the Schools of Librarianship and Information Studies are not doing enough to 
encourage the development of the skills that are valued by employers and are the foundation 
for a successful career, how else can they be encouraged?  

Recently  the  IFLA  Section  on  Education  and  Training  has  been  successful  in  finding 
sponsorship  for  a  new award  for  students,  with  the  successful  student  being  assisted  to 
participate in the annual IFLA Conference to receive the award there.  The winner of the 
IFLA LIS Student Paper Award in 2010 will receive the registration fee for the conference, 
plus a grant of up to €2600 for the airfare and lodging in Gothenburg in Sweden in August, 1 
year’s free IFLA membership, and the paper will be published in the IFLA Journal.1  The 
organisers  of  LILAC,  the  annual  Information  Literacy  Conference,  also  offer  several 
sponsored places for students.  The bursaries for 2010 cover the conference fee and about 
€440 per student for travel to Limerick in Ireland, where the conference is being held this 
year, and accommodation there in March.2  There are also national competitions for students 
organised, for example,  by ALISE – the Association for Library and Information Science 
Education – whose members support attendance at the annual ALISE Conference by selected 
doctoral  students  attending  a  School  in  the  USA,  and  by  the  Library  and  Information 
Research Group (LIRG) which makes a cash award for the best Postgraduate dissertation or a 
final  year  Undergraduate  project  in  the  UK  each  year.   Both  awards  can  also  lead  to 
publication of relevant papers.  

Since 1996, the editors of Libri have tried to encourage students to recognise that they could 
raise their profile internationally.  The winner of the annual call for the “Best Student Paper of 
the Year” and a few other papers that come close to winning are published in Libri.  There is 
another incentive to apply for the award – a cash prize, currently €500, as well as a year’s 
subscription to Libri and, from this year, the winning paper will be freely available on Open 
Access through the publisher’s web site.  The authors of papers that come close to winning 
receive a year’s subscription.  
1 IFLA LIS Student Paper Award 2010 – URL http://www.ifla.org/en/set/student-paper-award-2010
2 LILAC (Librarians' Information Literacy Annual Conference) – URL 
http://www.lilacconference.com/dw/awards/student_award.html
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An award  has  been  made  every  year  except  1997,  and  the  13  winners  have  come from 
Austria, Canada, China (a student in the USA), Germany (twice, including one winner who 
was a student in the UK), the UK, and the USA.  The requirement that the papers are written 
in English does limit the range of people who can apply.  However, it is made clear that any 
papers submitted by authors whose first language is not English may be subject to any minor 
grammatical  and linguistic  corrections  that  are  necessary.   This  is  an integral  part  of  the 
editorial  process that  is  applied to all  papers that  are published by  Libri.  Every effort  is 
therefore made to publicise the award globally, through a mailing by the publisher to every 
School of Librarianship listed in the latest IFLA World Guide, through email discussion lists, 
and the journal’s Web pages.3  Entries have come from every continent.  This year, for the 
first time so far as anyone can recall, the competition received its first entries from Chinese 
students attending a School of Librarianship in the People’s Republic of China.  One of them 
came close to winning the award, and the content of that paper is currently undergoing some 
minor revision to make it ready for publication.  

The winning paper is selected by an independent panel consisting of selected members of the 
Editorial Board, the Advisory Board, and other international experts, who are accustomed to 
assessing whether papers meet the journal’s readers’ usual expectations, but pay particular 
attention to: 
 originality of thought and observation
 depth of research and scholarship
 topicality of problems addressed.

When students are allowed to choose their own topic, they often focus on those no one has 
previously considered, or approach them from a totally new perspective.  The range of topics 
addressed  by  Libri’s  competition  winners  has  been  wide,  and  the  innovative  topics  have 
generally proved to be the winners.  

There have been comparative studies such as:
 The impact of national policy on developing information infrastructure nationwide issues  

in P.R. China and the U.S.
 A comparison of the Internet presences of German libraries and companies. 

User studies have examined particular groups in society:
 The older adult and public library computer technology: a pilot  study in a Canadian   

setting.
 Information behaviors in an online smoking cessation forum.  
 Information flow and peripherality in remote island areas of Scotland  . 
 The death of the scholarly monograph in the humanities?  Citation patterns in literary   

scholarship.
Or have looked at our fundamental approach to supporting users’ needs, challenging:
 The  methods  by  which  we  acquire  information,  and  the  effectiveness  of  libraries  in   

supporting these behaviors.

Inevitably,  new technologies  have  been  the  focus  of  some  papers,  with  ground-breaking 
studies such as:
 The First Monday Metadata Project.  
 Combining quantitative methods and grounded theory for researching e-reverse auctions  .
 Developing evaluation criteria for podcasts.  
3 Libri – URL: http://www.librijournal.org/  OR  http://www.reference-global.com/
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 A critical review of user acceptance research in the area of mobile services. 

A philosophical paper has looked at our profession:
 Defining the object of study: actants in Library and Information Science.  

Our winning authors  have not been afraid  to  address  controversial  issues,  describing and 
seeking to explain the underlying causes of:
 Irreparable damage: violence, ownership and voice in an Indian archive.

The  Libri  Best Student Paper competition and the others mentioned here are not the only 
incentives for individuals to reveal their abilities to a wider audience.  Other organisations 
offer prizes and sponsorships for graduate professionals.  Several other Sections within IFLA 
offer sponsorships from time to time.   The Special  Libraries  Association  and the Special 
Interest Group for International Information Issues of the American Society for Information 
Society and Technology regularly sponsor the winners of competitions for professionals from 
other countries to attend their annual conferences in the USA.  LIRG also has two awards for 
practitioner research in the UK.  

No doubt there are many more than these few examples.4  Perhaps one thing that the overseers 
of BOBCATSSS, EUCLID: the European Association for Library and Information Education 
and Research,  might  do is to gather the information about the prizes and awards that are 
available in Europe and publish the information on its web site, as is done in India.5

Library leaders?

By attracting the best  articles from the next generation of library and information science 
professionals, this competition is part of Libri’s strategy to remain one of the leading journals 
in the field.  Just like the other awards, it is a way of trying to ensure that the professional 
leaders of the future engage with the organisation making the award.  

For the individual,  they may represent an excellent way to gain some extra money,  or an 
opportunity to travel somewhere interesting.  Above all, the effort of writing something good 
enough to submit for one of these awards helps to develop skills that employers value, and 
even the unsuccessful papers may get published somewhere and raise the writer’s visibility 
and reputation.  

But they also offer something distinctive to add to a job application – something that may 
make the difference between whether an employer considers an application or not.  Of course, 
it is too soon to view the whole career of each of the Libri award winners, but if we try to 
follow them up, as well as is possible through Web searches, what do we find?  Can we see in 
the early careers of these Libri award winners some evidence of continuing development?

The first winner (a student in 1996) is now a Professor in a School of Librarianship in the 
USA, writing a regular column for one journal, and acting as an advisory member of the 
editorial boards of two others.  At least two others have returned to School to work towards 
further degrees: one to provide background knowledge in the specialist field in which he has 
become a librarian; the other winning a scholarship to support her doctoral degree studies in 
librarianship  and  information  science.   However,  the  winners  have  not  only  gone  on  to 
academic careers.  Two previous winners are pursuing their original interests, working on a 
variety of projects to improve professional practice.  One was last known to be working in a 
4 See, for example those listed in: The Library and Book Trade Almanac (formerly ‘The Bowker Annual’), 54th 

ed., 2009, Medford, NJ, USA: Information Today, Inc.
5 Awards, Prizes, Scholarships or Fellowships in LIS (India) – URL http://lisscholarship.blogspot.com/
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German web development company.  Another is a librarian in a University, whose work has 
been so successful that his post has recently been sponsored by a major gift to the university.  

Interestingly, one student subsequently received a further award, one made annually by her 
School to a student who demonstrates leadership qualities.  Another is now already playing a 
leading part in local community organisations.  

So perhaps there is some evidence that the skills that begin to be nurtured in writing essays as 
a student can be a first step towards becoming a leader in the profession?  The passage of time 
will enable more informed judgements to be made.  

New opportunities?

As  we  come  to  recognise  that  librarians,  particularly  in  academic  institutions,  play  a 
significant  part  in  creating  new  information  sources  by  developing  web  pages,  or  are 
promoting  and  improving  literacy,  especially  information  literacy,  a  new  emphasis  on 
communication skills may be beginning to emerge.  A number of Schools of Librarianship 
and Information Studies now offer elective courses in writing for the profession, which in part 
try to teach students to recognise the different writing styles that are expected by scholarly 
journals, professional magazines, and the mass media.  There are already many guides to how 
to do this (e.g. Johnson 2004).  At least one School publishes a guide to journals that  its 
students  might  wish  to  write  for.6  Others  have  recognised  the  need  to  teach  aspects  of 
technical communication, which can be broadly defined as writing to achieve understanding 
by  linguistically,  culturally,  or  technologically  diverse  audiences.   More  recently,  the 
University of Kentucky’s College of Communications and Information Studies has announced 
its  intention  to  create  and  teach  courses  combining  oral,  written,  visual,  and  digital 
communication skills with media and information literacy.  New career opportunities appear 
to be emerging for librarians who can demonstrate their skills in writing.  Perhaps the time 
has come to re-assess the value of investing time and effort in developing these skills?  

The author 2010
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