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ABSTRACT 
 

The LIBS 6810: Academic Libraries course offered in the Master of Library Science 
Program at East Carolina University was originally structured to offer students a broad overview 
of working in academic libraries. To insert more practicality into the course, the author expanded 
two assignments to move students from completing hypothetical plans related to their future 
careers, to identifying a position to apply for and participating in a job talk interview with a 
mock search committee of professionals in the field. Students’ reflections indicate the updated 
assignments had the benefit of revealing the realities of the academic job search process and 
building students’ confidence in their ability to obtain a position after graduation. This case study 
details the activities and to update the assignments, shares students’ reflections on the activities, 
and offers recommendations for structuring the assignments and the course for others interested 
in applying the same approach.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The practicality of the library and information science (LIS) education has often been 
debated by practitioners and educators alike (Blankson-Hemans & Hibberd, 2004). One of the 
major concerns is the balance between theory and practice in the LIS curriculum (White, 2016) 
and the ability of the curriculum to prepare new librarians for success in the field, with recent 
shifts towards making the curriculum more practical (Winnick, 2023). But while much of the 
focus has been ensuring that the LIS curriculum provides students with practical skills that they 
can apply in their professional positions (Eckard et al., 2014; Saunders, 2019), little attention has 
been given to whether the LIS curriculum prepares students to apply for and obtain their first 
professional position. A number of sources offers suggestions for the job search process and 
discuss the potential role of the LIS curriculum (Eckard et al., 2014), but no source directly 
discusses specific efforts undertaken by teaching faculty to ensure students are prepared for the 
actual job search process. The purpose of this case study is to present one professor’s efforts to 
integrate support for the job search process into an academic libraries course, and students’ 
responses to those efforts. The overarching question explored is “what impact does integration of 
job search preparation have on students’ perception of their readiness to enter the professional 
workforce?”  

LIBS 6810: ACADEMIC LIBRARIES 
 

 LIBS 6810: Academic Libraries is a required course for students in the academic 
librarianship concentration of East Carolina University’s (ECU) Master of Library Science 
(MLS) program. The course is offered each fall semester with an enrollment of up to 20 students. 
The author has taught the course since 2020, inheriting the course structure from a colleague. 
Originally, the course offered an overview of academic libraries, including current trends, where 
academic libraries fit within higher education, and the structure of academic libraries. The major 
assignments for the course included evaluation of an academic libraries’ mission statement, 
creation of a career plan, and a research paper exploring a current trend. 

 In fall 2020, the author made changes to the main assignments, including expansion of 
the mission statement evaluation assignment into creation of a full library profile and additions to 
the career plan to have students create a cover letter and lightning talk for a position. The goal 
was to encourage students to think holistically about working in academic libraries, including 
taking time to research the organization as a potential workplace, and thinking strategically about 
the job application process. In subsequent semesters, the author made additional adjustments to 
create connections between assignments and introducing realness to the activities. In fall 2023, 
the author implemented a scaffolded structure that fully connected three assignments (Library 
Profile, Cover Letter & Resume, and Job Talk) to introduce students fully to the academic job 
search process. 

Updated assignment design. 



 

 

   To scaffold and connect the assignments (Figure 1), the author moved the position 
identification from the Cover Letter assignment to earlier in the course and required students to 
use the library from that position for their Library Profile assignment. This required the students 
to research the library and think through understanding the organization from the perspective of 
someone interested in working there. 

Figure 1 
Visual Structure of Scaffolded and Connected Assignments 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assignment completion. 

Students were able to work on collecting information for their library profiles and 
creating their cover letters and resumes simultaneously. To support their work, the author hosted 
a guest speaker who shared information from a search committee member’s perspective and 
provided students with insights into the application process. Students’ cover letters and resumes 
were reviewed by the instructor and students were able to update these materials before they 
were shared with members of a mock search committee. 

Mock search committees. 

 Mock search committee members were recruited from the author’s network of former 
colleagues and LIS peers. A call was posted to Facebook and those interested completed a survey 
to indicate their availability. A total of 16 professionals volunteered, representing a range of 
experiences and knowledge, including a number of academic library leaders. Each committee 
member was provided with an anonymized copy of the student’s cover letter and resume, and a 

Academic Library Position 
Assignment, Pt. 1: Cover 

Letter & Resume 



 

 

scoring rubric (Figure 2). The scoring rubric was only used to provide students with an idea of 
how they would be scored by a search committee member in an interview situation, and not to 
determine a grade for the course. 

Figure 2 
Job Talk Scoring Rubric 

  

Scheduling and coordination. 

 The author worked with students early in the semester to identify availability for the live 
job talk sessions. Both students and mock search committee members completed a Doodle poll 
identifying availability during the week of November 13th. Four students were paired with one 
search committee member plus the instructor; remaining students were paired with two search 
committee members plus the instructor. Two weeks before their scheduled sessions, students 
were provided with their job talk topic: "What is your value add to the library and the institution 
in this position? In other words, what will you bring to this position that makes you the best 
candidate?”. Each session was scheduled for one-hour on WebEx. Students were given the first 
20 minutes to present, followed by 10 minutes of Q&A from the search committee, and 30 
minutes for committee members to offer suggestions to students and for students to ask the 
committee questions. All but one of the sessions was recorded and the video provided to the 
student.  

STUDENT REFLECTIONS 



 

 

 Assessment of the job talk sessions was conducted indirectly through responses from 
students’ final discussion board reflections for the prompt: “The most important thing you feel 
you learned during this course and how that will apply or impact your future career in academic 
libraries.” The instructor identified 20 separate comments from students’ main posts or responses 
to classmates that referenced the job talks. Comment review and analysis led to the identification 
of six themes and relevant quotes1 related to awareness, confidence, gratitude, networking, 
learning opportunity, and overall beneficial. 

Awareness.  

 Despite being in the academic library concentration, for many of the students this course 
and the Job Talk assignment were their first introduction to the academic library interview 
process. As one student noted, they “never considered that interviews in the field would require 
presentations” and they “learned that it is quite common for interviewees to have lunch with the 
hiring committee as another sort of interview. This practice was foreign to me before this class.” 
Ensuring students were not put at a disadvantage by a lack of awareness is one of the main 
reasons the instructor created the assignment. As one student shared “If it wasn’t for Dr. Bright, 
I’d be in a big shock at my first interview for this position.” This lack of awareness turned into a 
high level of awareness, as shared by one student:  

Prior to this course, I had limited knowledge of what a job talk entailed and what hiring 
committees sought, especially for someone with minimal experience in academic 
librarianship. However, completing the job talk has left me feeling more prepared, and 
equipped with a better understanding of how to effectively showcase my skills and 
demonstrate the value I can bring to an institution. This invaluable experience has 
provided me with tools to enhance my resume and presentation skills further. 

Confidence. 

 Participating in the job talks brought out concerns for some students, with references to 
lack of confidence, anxiety, and dealing with imposter syndrome found in several comments. 
One student shared that “even knowing that nothing was at stake (job or grade) this assignment 
still caused so much anxiety” but they also shared that the experience “was very enlightening 
though and I enjoyed getting feedback from the panel.” Some students noted a lack of confidence 
in even considering applying for a job, feeling as if they had not accomplished enough to be 
qualified, or that what they had accomplished was not good enough to share. As one student 
posted, 

The most important thing I learned in this course is to have confidence during the 
interview process. More specifically, to have confidence when speaking about my 
accomplishments and experiences during an interview, as I can frame those 
accomplishments and experiences in such a way so that they are transferable and thus 
applicable to librarianship.  

 
1 Student comments are anonymized and presented with permission from the students. 



 

 

One student felt that the process of engaging in the job talk “helped to increase my ability to be 
confident in myself and what I can do.” 

Gratitude. 

 Many comments about the job talk experience expressed gratitude for the opportunity to 
experience the job search and interview process in a safe environment. One student noted that 
they were “grateful to have had the opportunity to have practiced speaking in front of a 
committee and creating a presentation for a job talk.” And another felt “the opportunity to try 
and fail and learn in a safe space was brilliant.” Considering that many students had never 
presented in a situation like the job talk, some of the appreciation was specifically for the 
presentation experience: “I have never had to give a presentation like that during the interview 
process, and I am so thankful for that experience.” 

Networking. 

 Some students saw the sessions with the committee members as an opportunity to make 
connections with professionals in the field. As one student noted, “I'm also really grateful that 
Dr. Bright has introduced us to so many great connections to help start building our support 
systems.” Another student expanded this concept and indicated a plan to reach “out to some of 
the guests that have presented lectures…and asking them all for advice on the interview process 
like commonly asked questions or how I should dress for a lunch interview or even for 
presentation practice.” 

Learning opportunity. 

 Ultimately, the job talk sessions and the process of applying for a real job was a learning 
opportunity for the students. Many noted that they had learned a lot about themselves and what 
they could work on to make them stronger candidates. One student felt they now had “a better 
understanding of what is expected of me during the hiring process and of my existing faults that I 
must work on improving.” This was echoed by another student who shared that “The Job Talks 
we did was a good indiction [sic] of what I need to improve before I set out on my employment 
search.” One student noted the importance of having their search committee point out what they 
needed to work on: “Where I falter is in presenting myself as capable of doing the job. Dr. Bright 
and my job talk team pointed that out to me.” Another student focused specifically on what they 
learned about the process, noting “I learned its (sic) important to research expectations for the 
specific job title, learn about the campus culture, and research the library’s mission and values to 
be fully prepared for an interview.” 

Overall beneficial. 

 In general, student comments indicated they found the job talks and the process of 
practicing applying for positions to be a positive of the course. This was clear given the number 
of students who indicated the job talks when responding to the prompt about the most important 
thing they learned. But this was also seen in the comments. As one student shared “The job talk 
was the most useful because it gave me a chance to practice and receive helpful feedback on the 
importance of preparing myself and showing how I can be valuable to the library.” One student 



 

 

found the experience almost immediately beneficial as they participated in “real-life interviews” 
the following week and also described it as “breaking the fourth wall and getting a true 
understanding of what is to come in my future career!” Other students shared similar broader 
benefits beyond the course, with one student stating “At first I was bothered by the Job Talk 
thinking it was something I’d never use, but it turned out to be one of the most beneficial 
assignments (I think) of the entire program.” This sentiment was echoed by another student who 
stated that “Having the opportunity to make a presentation for Dr. Bright and Co. and hearing the 
feedback was one of the most valuable takeaways of the entire program,” and another noting 
“This is my third master’s degree, and I have never felt more prepared or excited to enter the 
post-graduate job market!” 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 The students’ reflections on their experiences in the course and with the job talks 
specifically, support the author’s decision to restructure the course to offer students a more 
realistic view of applying for jobs in academic libraries. While developing skills that apply 
directly to the work students will perform as new professionals is important, getting the students 
into those positions should also be considered as an important part of LIS education. The shift 
from student to librarian can be a scary transition, as students struggle to present themselves as 
qualified and capable. Encouraging students to practice putting themselves through this process 
in a safe and supportive environment is recommended for any program interested in making that 
transition more seamless. The ultimate marker of success for this approach is the inclusion of 
professionals from the field, willing to share their expertise and offer themselves as future 
connections for students. Without the volunteers, some who participated in three separate 
sessions, it would not have been possible for the instructor to create this experience successfully. 
It is hoped that future iterations of the experience will be just as successful and something that 
students in the program look forward to. 
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