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The Devaluation of the Library Degree
By
La Loria Konata
My first professional library position was as the librarian for the departments of Public
Administration & Urban Studies and Economics at an urban research university. I’m convinced
that one of the primary reasons that I was hired was not because I already worked in that library,
but because I was a recent graduate of one of the programs I would be working with – Public
Administration. At the time, I thought it was an added bonus for me to have a Master of Public
Administration (MPA) degree. But, what I’ve witnessed while serving on librarian search
committees proves that assumption erroneous. Having the MPA may have been a necessity in
my hire.
The Masters of Library Science (Information Technology) is the terminal degree to become a
librarian. There is a PhD available in Library Science, but it is not required to work as a
professional librarian. The library degree is supposed to equip one with the skills and knowledge
that it will take to work in a library. If you followed the academic track in library school, you
should be able to work in an academic library just like if you followed the public library track in
library school, you should be able to work in a public library. Then, why is it that we are "semirequiring" the "other" advanced degree? In most job descriptions that I see posted for a
subject/specialist librarian position, the "other" advanced degree is listed as preferred not
required. <See Figure 1 > From what I've seen, it may as well be listed as required. In some
cases, the MLS degree is not even required if you have an advanced degree in another field. <See
Figures 2 and 3> Sure, having a master’s degree in one of the subject areas that you're covering
can be advantageous, but it doesn't mean that the non-degreed person can't do the job. "Speaking
specifically about job performance, one manager noted, 'I currently manage more than thirty in

1

their collection management responsibilities. . . . The ones with advanced degrees have not been
noticeably more effective in their jobs than those who lack them (Mayer and Terrill 2005,
p.66).'"
Having the other advanced degree can actually be a hindrance. In my case, I may have had a
bit of tunnel vision. That is, I recommended the sources that I knew and had used in school and
didn't take the time to search for other, possibly better resources. We've all encountered that
faculty member who has designed a class assignment based on tools used in graduate school that
in some cases may no longer exist. How many advanced degrees should a person have? No one
will have an advance degree in all of their subject areas. So, doesn't logic say that the same way
that person develops the skills and knowledge to cover the other areas, they can cover one more
area without having the advanced degree?
I think we have overlooked great potential candidates by focusing on the second master’s
degree. As noted in Lindquist and Gilman (2008), "...one of the main difficulties academic
library directors encounter in hiring is that requirements for these degrees and foreign-language
skills, often desiderata of the teaching faculty, tend to eliminate otherwise good candidates
(p.33)." This is also a hindrance to bringing diversity to libraries. Minorities will be at a
disadvantage. If we are serious about achieving diversity in libraries, we have to look at skills
other than the second advanced degree. And we have to be realistic. Being a librarian is a great
career, but to "require" two advanced degrees, the financial benefit has to match the education
required. Right now, it does not. There are quite a few librarians with PhDs. I would argue that
being over-qualified brings some frustration to these candidates and the students they serve.
They may be overly concerned with doing research rather than outreach that contributes to
student success.
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If I hadn't gotten my other master's first, there's almost no chance that I would have gotten
another graduate degree after I began my professional career. The only exception may be if I had
thoughts of being a dean or library director. That's the only exception because the salary increase
you get when you're dean of a research university even a low level research university is the only
sane way to justify the cost of the degree. And when I say cost, I'm not only talking about just
the cost of tuition as many universities offer free tuition to employees. But I'm also including the
cost of books, the time away from your family and friends and other opportunity costs. It just
isn't worth it and really shouldn't be required.
I know of no other profession that values a non-related degree more than the terminal degree
required. Attorneys with a masters in history are not more desirable to litigate property cases
than those without it: just as a medical doctor with a masters in English doesn't have an edge
over other doctors performing brain surgeries. The one area where maybe we should put the
emphasis on additional advanced degrees, we do not. With a PhD available in library science, I
think that should be a requirement for becoming a library director or dean. Or, the very least, an
additional masters in management as a requirement. But, there doesn't seem to be a managerial
requirement. Sure, it's nice for the library director or dean to have a PhD. In part, so they can be
on the same level as other deans at the university. But, a PhD in music or French, really isn't
beneficial to running a library. So, why then does a subject librarian position require a subject
related masters’ degree when arguably the most important position in libraries does not? I'll wait.
Ok, crickets. Moving on.
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Figure 1: 2016 African Studies Librarian Job Description

Figure 2: 2016 Social Sciences and Data Services Librarian Job Description
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Figure 3: 2016 Research Data Services, Team Leader Job Description
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