
The Academic Librarian as Blended Professional. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-100927-7.00007-7
Copyright © 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Obstacles to professional success 7
Chapter 6, “The academic librarian as blended professional,” discussed how percep-
tions of the academic librarians’ role created a unique third space. Working within 
this constructed third space creates a blended professional identity for the academic 
librarians at St. Jerome. The data obtained additionally found acknowledged obstacles 
related to their professional success and development as blended professionals.

This was a chapter that I struggled to write during the research process because 
I kept projecting my own expectations on the librarians. When you hear complaints 
about lack of time and money, for instance, it is easy to compare the complaints to 
your own experiences. During the course of this research, I worked two jobs (one full-
time and one part-time), while at the same time, I studied in graduate school. In the 
libraries, I made far less money than any of the librarians and still had professional 
academic aspirations and expectations. I was in the same system but lower down on 
the totem pole, so to speak. So for me, I at first was offended somewhat by these find-
ings. During the revision process, I received a great deal of feedback that illustrated 
how incorrect my initial mindset had been.

Obviously my original approach is a disservice to the interviewed librarians 
because it simultaneously dampens their voice when a primary goal of this type of 
exercise is to provide a venue for them to speak and be heard. As well, I was not walk-
ing in the librarians’ shoes, either professionally or personally. These were interviews, 
but they were not comprehensive life stories where the librarians revealed everything 
about themselves. I am sure that some of them had struggles far greater than I could 
have imagined from my semiblinded vantage point. Therefore, I encourage you as 
researchers who might use this model for your own purposes to step back and consider 
the individuals behind the perceived identities.

Regardless, when compared with the data from the chapter “The academic librarian 
as blended professional”, the additional consideration does not change the results. 
Instead, the supplementary layer of information amplifies the difficulties that the aca-
demic librarians at St. Jerome experience as blended professionals by creating extra 
difficulties to navigate in their professional roles.

Thematically, three distinct obstacles to the librarians’ success in the blended 
professional model arose during the interviews: time and money (or compensation), 
gender, and organization. Again, these impediments were at times artificially created 
through perception, but in other instances, the concerns were very real and tangible. 
The problem with contrived obstacles is that they may have the same effect as real lim-
itations if the individual perceiving them allows the issue to affect how they function.

Fig. 7.1 represents the categories of obstacles to professional development of 
the academic librarians at St. Jerome. Chapter “The academic librarian as blended 
professional” established that the blended professional identity of academic 
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librarians and categorized the boundaries of their unique, working third space. 
Further fencing surrounds this identity, creating supplemental difficulties to the 
blended role.

The additional obstacles in Fig. 7.1 are categorized by their basis in reality. Analy-
sis of the data suggests that time and money are perceived impediments. The librarians 
believe that they exist so that perception affects how the librarians view their positions. 
However, since they are supposed instead of actual concerns, these might be alleviated 
with dissemination of comparative data.

Gender as an obstacle is not black and white. While some of the librarians viewed 
aspects of their gender as impacting their ability to do their job effectively, the senti-
ments were not universal. Gender perception has the ability to hamper the professional 
development of the individual if they consider their gender an influencing factor, but 
not all librarians may consider—either deliberately or subconsciously—gender as an 
obstacle. Yet bias is real. The historical overview in the chapter “Historical roles” 
documented the challenges facing women in the higher education workplace. Female 
librarians face this reality every day, whether they acknowledge it or not. Therefore, 
gender as an obstacle balances between perceived and real.

The structure of an organization is more concrete as an obstacle. The librarians 
have the ability as blended professionals to maneuver between different social envi-
ronments interior and exterior to the library, but organizational policies, practices, 
and procedures truly impede the librarians’ effectiveness in their endeavors. The 
following chapter begins by analyzing the perceived complaints about time and 
money, transitions to a discussion on gender, and then concludes with an analysis of 
the organizational complications and impediments that act as a definitive hindrance 
to the librarian role.

Blended
professional role
of academic
librarians at St.
Jerome

Obstacles to professional success and development

Gender

Organization

Time and money

Figure 7.1 This figure symbolizes impediments for librarians as blended professionals to 
success and development. The working third space of the academic librarians is in the center, 
surrounded by additional obstacles. The boundaries indicate the severity of the obstacle, with 
the innermost being perceptually the least serious and the outermost being the most difficult.
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7.1   Time and money

The absence of time to complete their required duties as blended professionals and a 
lack of funding or compensation to undertake said activities arose frequently during 
the course of the interviews. Of the concerns raised by the librarians regarding the 
obstacles to their professional development, time and money seemed to be the most 
straightforward to address in a reasonable discussion because the limitations they pro-
duce in this particular environment are artificial in creation. Time and compensation 
may be limited for the academic librarians of St. Jerome. However, their situation is 
not terrible, especially when compared to the tenure-track faculty (or librarians in over 
settings); still, the librarians think that it is, and this generates an artificial obstacle.

7.1.1   Time

Time was overwhelmingly cited as an obstacle to the professional success. However, 
the activities of the librarians at St. Jerome must be considered prior to making an 
assessment on demands on their time. Bridget defines their role as “reference, instruc-
tion, collection development, [and] outreach.” Since the administration is also empha-
sizing research, that enterprise becomes another facet of their position.

The fact that the administration is promoting academic professionalism creates a shift 
in the librarians’ initial role at St. Jerome. “The outputs librarians are measuring are 
not directly associated with specific practices that lead to improved lives for the peo-
ple we serve. If we cannot make that connection, we have no way of knowing how 
well we are doing our jobs” (Bonfield, 2014). The librarians at St. Jerome were hired 
to provide reference services to the university community. Publication was not signifi-
cant in this task, despite the current interpretation of the Librarians’ Handbook by the  
present administration. The standard duties of the librarians have remained similar 
(reference desk shifts, individual consultations, instruction, collection development, etc.).

Valeria: The idea that you could ask a librarian that’s responsible for a collection, a service 
desk, a building that may be open 24 hours a day (which it is at most libraries these days) 
and to ask them to publish in the same way in which you would ask someone on a 9-month 
appointment. That doesn’t make sense.

The added expectation of research requires supplementary time for such produc-
tivity, which was something often cited as an obstacle to professional success because 
they are still expected to perform the outreach required by a blended professional, but 
the added job requirements limit that ability.

The librarians at St. Jerome have the opportunity to apply for up to 10 days of 
research leave per year. However, even when they receive the additional leave, they 
have difficulty scheduling absences from their desks.

Lucy: I’ve got research leave but I can’t figure out when to take it because when you get back 
you have all these things, you know, that…especially when faculty are often building their 
courses during the summer for fall or spring delivery. Luckily I just got a new staff person, 
but somebody has to train him. I can’t just go on leave for a week when he’s new so it’s 
tricky because the research leave is supposed to be the way to solve this but no one covers 
your responsibilities when you’re on research leave.
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Clearly, some librarians think that research time is hard to obtain. The traditional 
time for research is often during the summer. However, the American Library Associa-
tion’s Annual Conference is always scheduled at the end of June, a few weeks after the 
spring semester ends. This allows the librarians to make travel plans and last minute 
research adjustments if they are presenting at that conference. Marketing and prepara-
tion for outreach also takes up a considerable amount of time in the summer, as librar-
ians attend orientations multiple times per week for most of June, July, and August. 
There are other ad hoc issues, such as assisting faculty in their development of course 
reserve materials and preparing online tutorials and webinars for the upcoming semes-
ter. In short, summer is already a demanding time for the librarians at St. Jerome.

Even so, it is difficult to quantify the librarians’ duties and time management. 
Again, it appears to be less than what is expected by the tenure-track faculty.

Researcher: In terms of time, do you think the amount of time that’s expected for a librarian 
is similar to what’s expected for your [academic discipline’s] field?
Sofia: [laughter].
Researcher: Okay.
Sofia: No. [laughter] Not even close.

Consider first instruction. Tenure-track faculty instruction is more time-consuming 
and substantive than all manner of instruction taught by academic librarians, particu-
larly at St. Jerome. Susanna relates:

The difference is that I don’t do as much [work as tenure-track]. My sessions are 
only 30 minutes long and they don’t happen very often. I feel like they spend a lot 
more time and effort figuring out and organizing how they’re going to set up the 
session, how they’re going to set up their courses, their syllabi, and things like 
that. Whereas it takes me maybe a couple hours to figure out a lesson plan for an 
instruction session.

The differences exist for varied reasons. First, the resources and generic informa-
tion covered for the librarian instruction sessions rarely change. The librarian will 
demonstrate usage of the resources available to the students, specifically library cat-
alog(s), periodical database, electronic journals, research portals, and material acqui-
sition. This formulaic aspect of the instruction means that a librarian will not have to 
spend an inordinate amount of time preparing for each individual class.

One librarian estimated that she taught 30 classes in a semester, which could include 
20 min to 3 hour sessions. This librarian was in the top three librarians at St. Jerome 
in terms of courses taught. Therefore, her in-class instruction time was significantly 
higher than some of her peers. For an estimate, let us say that the average class length 
for this librarian was 1.5 hours. If the librarian spent 1 hour preparing for each of those 
classes, this would equate to 75 hours a semester spent in the classroom teaching  
((30 classes × 1.5 hours class time) + 30 hours preparation time).

In contrast, consider for example an instructor teaching Western Political Theory as 
a seminar that meets weekly for 3 hours. The material for each course changes as the 
course topically progresses. One week may be spent reading Machiavelli, whereas the 
following week, Rousseau may be the focus of discussion. This necessitates continual  
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preparation. In fact, the American Faculty Association (AFA) estimates that an instructor 
should prepare 2–4 hours per 1 hour of class time taught (American Faculty Association, 
2012). As Irene succinctly says: “Yes, I may do instruction but in a whole year I may 
teach the same class 44 times whereas the instructor is teaching three classes every semes-
ter, so the preps are different.” Therefore, for a 15 week seminar course, that equates to 
between 135 and 225 hours a semester devoted to classroom teaching (Classroom Time 
(1 class × (15 weeks × 3 hours)) + Preparation Time ((1 class × (15 weeks × 3 hours)) × 2  
(or 4)). If the faculty member is teaching two or more classes, then that time is doubled 
or tripled.

Even if one considers the reference consultation time into the total instruction sta-
tistics, the librarian time spent teaching still falls short of the tenure-track faculty. 
The librarians at Alexander VI Library average about 30 consultations per semester. 
If a generous estimate of 1 hour per consultation and a very generous 1 hour of prepa-
ration time is allotted, then the librarians spend 60 additional hours per semester in 
this instructional capacity. This amounts to 135 hours of librarian instruction time per 
semester (75 classroom instruction hours + 60 consultation hours). If a tenure-track 
faculty is teaching three classes in a semester, then they will devote to instruction 
between 270 and 540 hours based on AFA estimates. Time-wise, library instruction 
and tenure-track instruction are two different animals.

However, reference and instruction are the only two of those activities to which 
a reasonable calculation of time may be applied. For those two activities, they are in 
a fixed location for a specific amount of time. In contrast, librarians might schedule 
time for collection development or outreach, but the productivity of the time spent 
(books purchased and appointments scheduled) does not necessarily reflect the time 
and effort placed into the enterprise.

Research is the most nebulous of the activities. Collecting relevant materials for a 
literature review constitutes research, and the time spent could vary, depending upon 
the difficulty of the process of acquiring those materials. Organization, composition, 
and editing of research articles and writing varies depending upon the individual. 
Therefore, it is difficult to effectively estimate the amount of time librarians actually 
spend on their daily research activities aside from counting the number of citations 
listed in the quarterly University Librarian’s Newsletter. In 2013, the liaison librarians 
in the Alexander VI Library collectively published two articles.

Many of the librarians telework, either on a scheduled day or unplanned, based 
upon the need for them to be physically present on campus. There has been research 
that suggests that teleworking increases productivity by eliminating in-office distrac-
tions (Manley, 2002; Pace, 2004) and aids in the retention of staff (Smith & Van Dyke, 
2008). The potential for distraction might be higher than that for the tenure-track, 
given their office arrangements. A tenure-track faculty member may shut their office 
door for privacy; the same level of seclusion is difficult in a “cube-farm.” Therefore, 
teleworking does make logistical sense.

Conversely, teleworking might be less successful in developing staff relationships 
(Fay & Kline, 2011), and attitude toward the job directly influences productivity (Neufeld 
& Fang, 2005). “The common fear among…the managers is that without the vigilant 
eye of a supervisor or the snoopy gaze of a coworker, what typical employee is not going 
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to resist the temptation to sleep late, watch television, take naps, snack often, and quit 
early” (Manley, 2002, p. 124). It was difficult to gauge the productivity of the librarians 
at St. Jerome who telework, especially from where I worked. While the librarians might 
send productivity reports to their supervisors, these were not public documents.

I also am not a proponent of teleworking because I have seen and heard of it being 
abused in a variety of settings. For example, in my current job, there is one (nonli-
brarian) staff member who wears a Fitbit fitness tracker that counts the number of 
steps that she makes in a day. The device is linked to other members at the university 
who also use the tool so that friends and colleagues might see each other’s numbers 
and collectively motivate themselves. The staff member routinely surpasses step num-
bers impossible to achieve in a small house while “teleworking.” In short, there is no 
chance that this person actually is working from home. Given that this is a somewhat 
biased example, a wholesale damnation of the teleworkers seems a bit out of place.

However, specific to my own experience within libraries, I have worked in a number 
of organizations where librarians teleworked. In one instance, the librarians would tele-
work in order to work on their research articles, yet no articles would ever materialize 
and be published. It is possible that publishable research was being conducted by the 
librarians and it simply never made it past the peer review process, but when telework 
was mentioned, there was a roll of the eyes from those librarians’ colleagues that indi-
cated the telework did not constitute substantial effort by those using that work option.

Admittedly though, the illustration of these stories in combination with my own 
informal observations of the librarians at St. Jerome biases my opinions, particularly 
concerning usage of time. I am sure that some or all of you might relate. For every 
instance that I saw a librarian working late or on a weekend, there is another where I 
walked past a cubicle and noticed mahjong being played on a desktop computer.

In order to obtain an improved, more impartial understanding of how the librarians 
were utilizing their time, I examined the librarians’ schedules for the week of Monday, 
September 22, 2014, through Friday, September 26, 2014. I then compiled and tabu-
lated the activities. The results are displayed in Table 7.1.

Given the fluctuation in instruction assignments, the week was chosen at random 
during the fall semester. The statistic that stands out is the final one: miscellaneous/
unscheduled. The assumption from the researcher was that the librarians each worked 
a 40 hour week during the examined time. As seen in Table 7.1, only about 30% of 
their days were formally scheduled; the rest of the time was open. Perhaps during that 
70% of their time, a random student or faculty member visited for a research consul-
tation, but it represents a lot of unplanned time from individuals who stated that they 
had little time to spare. Conceivably, a more in-depth analysis of the librarians’ usage 
and scheduling of their time, either by the individual librarians or management, might 
illuminate more open time to engage in activities such as research.

In the end, how one views their role may do more to influence their productivity 
than any external factor. The perception of the impediment creates an artificial bound-
ary that renders blended professional activity less effective. For example, many librar-
ians view the librarian role as subservient to the faculty place in the campus hierarchy. 
As Laura states: “Yes, I am definitely a support role to tenured faculty…I really do see 
it as a support role and not on the same level.” There is nothing that legislates this as 
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fact. Yet the librarians accept this position because they believe it to be accurate. This 
mentality creates the belief that the librarians should not perform similar activities, 
regardless of ability, as faculty because it is not their perceived role in the university. 
This, in turn, limits the librarians’ success as blended professionals because it con-
structs boundaries on their sphere of influence. A lack of time is ultimately just an 
excuse that manifests from this accepted perception.

The academic librarians, once they become fully cognizant of the situation, have 
the choice of whether to let a perceived lack of time undermine their professional 
successes. On the other hand, success, as Sofia relates, can be an alternative choice.

Sofia: So the idea that time…do you have time? Bullshit. If you have to do it, you do it and 
that’s it. But for me, the thing that made me so flip was I didn’t have to do this. Why do 
I have to do this? I didn’t need a second degree. I could have been a stay at home mom. I 
choose to do these things. I don’t have to publish articles in my field. I don’t have to see 
if I can get my book out. I don’t really have to do ALA stuff. I could do something much 
more micro. I choose to do all of it. I also exercise. Regularly. And have hobbies that aren’t 
exercise and do those. How? Because my day has 48 hours, thank you. I actually live in a 
space time warp thing.
Researcher: I understand.
Sofia: Yeah. So the time thing, I get…and especially because of the pressures on research and 
instruction faculty. Our job is not even remotely equivalent. Not even remotely equivalent.

Clearly the academic librarians at St. Jerome do not expect to produce at the level 
of their tenure-track counterparts. If librarians had a better holistic perspective of how 
their counterparts spend their time, then the librarians’ perspective might be altered. 
Acknowledging this notion will help break down a wall and amplify the blended abil-
ities of the academic librarians within the St. Jerome community.

7.1.2   Money

Financial concerns occasionally entered into the organizational level, such as with 
insufficient funds to order proper marketing and outreach materials. However, the lack 

Table 7.1 The percentages here represent the amount of a 40-hour 
workweek spent in the described activity

Activity Time spent in activity (%)

Reference desk 8.5
IM 1.4
Teaching in library classroom 2.8
Teaching in nonlibrary classroom 1.6
Office hours 3.9
Training staff 0.7
Professional development 3.2
Meetings 7.5
Miscellaneous/unscheduled 70.4
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of personal financial backing to do their strongly encouraged professional academic 
pursuits was an oft-cited complaint of the librarians. “Go publish. Go present. Here’s 
50% of what you need.” It led to some amusing conversation.

Susanna: Money is the most significant obstacle. Because everything else is pretty easy, 
especially if you’re thinking of professional development terms for a librarian. As long as 
you can afford it, you’re golden. But…
Researcher: Can you afford to go to as many conferences as you want?
Susanna: Noooo…no I can’t. I get really…I get…this is really sad and pathetic. I convince 
my parents sometimes to go on vacation in the towns where my conferences will be as a way 
to save money so that I don’t have to pay for housing.

Many librarians extended their conference travel into vacations. As Julia states: 
“There’s nothing wrong with going on a conference and building in a little vacation 
but it still costs a lot of money to essentially go somewhere where I wouldn’t choose 
to go.” Strategically planning conference attendance became a prime tactic. Attend-
ing a conference in Las Vegas, NV, during the middle of the summer or Boston, MA, 
during the dead of winter were not popular choices but instead necessities due to the 
scheduling of national conferences.

Admittedly though, there are some concerns with the way that money is allotted for 
travel. Due to preferences from the administration, librarians stated that they generally 
would receive more money to attend a disciplinary conference instead of a library 
conference. As well, more money was allotted to present at a conference than to just 
attend. The distance of travel also influenced compensation. Aside from that, there did 
not appear to be any standard disbursement of travel monies. Therefore, an academic 
librarian presenting a paper at a disciplinary conference would stand a greater chance 
of receiving significantly more financial backing than the librarian merely attending a 
library-oriented conference across the country.

This manner of money distribution placed the librarians in a bind concerning academic 
professionalism. Most of the librarians did not have the academic aptitude to present at 
disciplinary conferences. If the librarians conducted research, then it most likely would 
be offered at a library conference, thereby garnering lower financial support. In this way, 
the deck was stacked against librarians being afforded maximum funding for professional 
development in the form of conference attendance, much to the librarians’ chagrin.

The assumption from many of the librarians was that the expectation for publi-
cations and presentations from the administration was not matched with monetary 
compensation.

Lucy: So that can be really challenging because how can you ask people to present and to 
further themselves professionally by going to conference and presenting and you’re not 
going to pay them and [what] they make… isn’t bad depending on where you live, but isn’t 
like a lot.
Researcher: It’s less than tenure-track faculty?
Lucy: Yes, definitely. No matter where you live it’s less than tenured faculty.

In reality, however, there is not a significant variance. The Bureau of Labor Statistics 
listed the median compensation for postsecondary instructors in the United States as 
$68,970 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014). A whistleblower website in the state that St. 
Jerome operates lists the salaries of all state employees. In 2011, the average salary of 
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the librarians interviewed for this project was $62,057. Therefore, the academic librari-
ans at St. Jerome were only making about 10% less than their tenure-track counterparts.

What about travel stipends? The travel allotment from the university forces librar-
ians to make decisions about which conferences to attend. As Lucy states: “We get 
travel but the way it’s done here we never get the full amount. And if you ask for two 
things, you get each partially, but very partially so that you almost have to decide 
which one to take.” However, this assumes that the tenure-track faculty receive a sig-
nificant amount of travel money. At St. Jerome, the maximum award for conference 
travel for tenure-track faculty is $500, although some individual departments offset 
the cost with additional financial support. It is similar at their peer institutions. For 
example, at Florida State University, the maximum is $1500. It should be noted that 
the librarians at St. Jerome are strongly encouraged to present and publish, but it is not 
required. Tenure-track does not have the luxury of choice in this regard.

Consider as well the cost of investment. The National Center for Educational Sta-
tistics lists the average tuition and required fees at public institutions in the 2009–10 
academic year as $8763; at private institutions, the tuition and fees were $20,368 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2011). It takes ∼2 years of full-time study to 
complete the credits required for the library science master’s degree. A PhD or equiv-
alent doctorate needed for tenure-track employment takes at least 5 years. Two years 
at a public institution would run a student $17,526; 5 years in the public system would 
cost $43,815. If the doctoral student is not being subsidized through a research sti-
pend, then they will have many more loans to pay upon completion of their program, 
which will also occur 3 or more years after a librarian may have entered the workforce.

Ultimately, compensation should not be perceived as a limitation to a blended pro-
fessional role or professional development, as there are low-cost means to build legit-
imacies and other facets of the model. For example, many academic journals require 
little or no publication fee. The lack of produced research, for any of the variety of 
previously mentioned reasons, is the true obstacle to professional success in this con-
text, not the lack of compensation.

7.1.3   Time and money summary

Tenure-track faculty might not have a substantially better financial situation than 
their librarian counterparts. Based upon the estimated time spent during instruc-
tion covered earlier, they almost certainly have less time. Many of the perceptions 
of the librarians appear based upon assumption, particularly that tenure-track fac-
ulty are significantly more compensated. It might not be fully appreciated because 
the librarians are being asked to perform more tenure-track associated duties in 
addition to their blended professional. However, similar to the issues regarding 
a lack of time, a better understanding of the totality of the financial situation at 
the university might demonstrate that money is not as unique a concern to the 
academic librarians as they might believe. Neither concern realistically should 
obstruct the academic librarians’ roles as blended professionals. Addressing these 
perceptions either individually or through the counsel of management may allevi-
ate some of the artificially created boundaries impeding the academic librarians’ 
blended professional role and career development.
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7.2   Gender

Gender is not a consideration featured in the blended professional model. This might 
be in part due to the fact that a woman’s role in the working world has evolved past 
the expected jobs of teacher or nurse (Boyd, 2009). No one is suggesting that there is 
equality in the workplace. Even if I believed that there was equal footing in the profes-
sion, which I most assuredly do not, as a reasonable, male researcher, I do not believe 
that I could make an effective argument that would even be considered as valid.

Yet Whitchurch considered the model in an age when gender did not have as severe 
of a restriction on professional opportunities. Additionally, the questions fielded by the 
librarians during the interviews pertained to the blended professional model’s char-
acteristics and generic professional roles and challenges. During the course of the 
interviews, I never asked a question along the lines of “How does being female affect 
your professional opportunities?”

Still, during the proposal stage of this project and prior to the start of the interviews, 
the expectation was that gender identity would come up in the course of conversation 
much more frequently than it did. It is possible that my identity as a male researcher 
made the topic less comfortable for the female interviewees to talk about. As well, 
while age of the interviewees was not asked, for the most part, the more veteran librar-
ians voiced their concerns about gender more regularly than their younger counter-
parts. Yet, during the analysis of the interviews, I did begin to understand that some 
of the conversations regarding gender manifested in different, less explicit forms, all 
of which created additional professional hurdles for a blended professional to clear.

The librarians already occupied a unique third space as blended professionals at 
St. Jerome. Their place within the structure of the university was determined by their 
respective blended professional abilities, and these relative attributes, in combina-
tion with perceived limitations, provided the boundaries of the libraries blended role. 
The additional consideration of gender placed an extra fence around their sphere of 
influence.

7.2.1   Age and appearance

Some aspects of an individual’s identity may be acknowledged and potentially mod-
ified if it is deemed negative or a severe inhibition. For example, the predilection 
toward introversion previously mentioned might be viewed as a limitation due to the 
restriction on the ability of the librarian to market their resources. One librarian offered 
the suggestion of putting small headshots on the library marketing materials sent out 
to the various departments. This way, the faculty and students of the department will 
have a means to attach a name and a face, even without the need for the sometimes 
difficult social interaction.

I made this suggestion to some of the librarians, and it was met with mixed reac-
tions. My immediate assumption was that those librarians who objected to the idea 
were making the decision due to vanity reasons, which I had witnessed in practice 
before. For instance, as opposed to university-supplied headshots, some librarians 
represented themselves as caricatures or other fabricated images on their personal 
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webpages. This is a normal practice, observed all the time in the form of social media 
avatars. However, another librarian pointed out that they felt uncomfortable having 
their picture available due to the risk of unwanted, potentially dangerous attention. 
There was a history of public patronage bothering some of the librarians in some of the 
libraries at St. Jerome. This is not something that I would have considered as a male, 
but it is legitimately a concern for the female librarians.

Other aspects are more ingrained within the individual, such as of the gender iden-
tity of the person. For some of the interviews, gender was not specifically mentioned 
as an obstacle to professional success, but it appeared unspoken in other conversa-
tions. For example, age and appearance seemed to emerge in conversations contextu-
ally associated with gender.

Susanna stated that she was more comfortable interacting within the student crowd as 
opposed to faculty. “I feel intimidated by faculty, whereas with students…I guess I see 
myself as a student more often than not. I feel more comfortable working in that kind of 
environment.” Susanna is still a student and seemingly never transitioned from that role to 
an equal collaborator with faculty members. At the same time though, she is also one of 
the youngest librarians interviewed. Age also was perceived as a negative in advancement.

Gwen: As someone who’s younger in this profession…I feel like it’s not so easy. I had a lot 
of friends that really wanted to work in academic libraries and couldn’t get those jobs and so 
work in public libraries and that’s kind of where they are now. So I feel like the profession 
is skewed against younger people. I know for a fact [that it is] in this particular organization.

It must be acknowledged that there is a notable dearth of open positions. Three of 
the four upper management positions at St. Jerome (to which Gwen might advance) 
have remained filled by the same individual for at least 15 years. The connection with 
gender and Gwen’s perceptions arises from the social dynamic in management men-
tioned by another colleague.

Lucy: And it was hard too because some of the librarians that worked with me ended up working 
for me and that was hard because some of them were males my father’s age. And it was very hard 
to be their supervisor because they had no respect for…you know, “You’re young. And you’re 
female. Why should I listen to you?” So I’m sure that it happens in almost every field, but it’s 
almost ironic that it happens in the librarian field because we’re female dominated. This should 
be no surprise to males that become librarians that they will have a female boss at one point.

A portion of that experience derives from age and learning to manage one’s elders 
in the workplace. However, the gender of the subordinate employees might not be 
considered if the manager was male.

All the same, appearance does affect professional perceptions. Based upon her 
appearance, one librarian received a unique welcoming into an instruction session.

Lucy: [In my previous job] there were a lot more males. I was the business librarian and it 
was hard at first. When I first started, a lot of the business faculty had been there for a long 
time. I called them the “Gray Beards” because I couldn’t tell them apart. They all wore gray 
beards, I swear. And they were all middle-aged, white men and it was very homogenous. 
And they did not want to have much to do with me.

I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but I went into a class once and the professor was 
like “Little girl? Little girl? I think you’re in the wrong room.” Yes, I did look young 
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for my 28 years, but it’s mortifying being told that in front of a class when you’re 
coming in to do instruction for his class.

Even physical presence during presentations may put women in a precarious posi-
tion. Taller women make more money (Sinberg, 2009), as do individuals with lower 
voices (van Vugt, 2013).

Adele: Now that I’m thinking about it the majority of places that I’ve been the chairs have 
been male.
Researcher: Why do you think?
Adele: Because we live in a sexist society? Yeah, I would say it probably relates to the gender 
bias anyway. And sometimes I’m guilty of it too, you know, when I talk about the authority 
that goes along with the male voice versus the female voice. Just thinking of the Chronicle of 
Higher Education article that came out years ago where they were talking about women with 
deeper voices earn more respect just naturally in the classroom or in the administrative setting.
Researcher: It could be appearances too. I mean, if both you and I are dressed in…we’re 
standing in front of a room. I’m a lot taller than you. My voice is a lot deeper.
Adele: It is and I kick myself too, but I’m guilty of it on occasion too. I think there is 
something engrained either if you want to say it’s socialized or learned behavior. There is 
something to that I think.

Appearance can almost be a double-edged sword for women in the workplace. Stud-
ies have shown that if they gain weight, they will make less money (Sinberg, 2009). 
“Being very attractive can especially make it difficult when it comes to co-workers 
who might have assumptions as to how you got your job, which means that you have 
to work even harder to prove yourself” (Madell, 2014). One case cited a Harvard 
librarian who was passed over for 13 promotions on the grounds that she was too 
pretty (Nicole, Sheppard, Irish, & Spence, 2006).

Being male, it is difficult for me as the researcher to fully grasp the experiences 
and perceptions of the interviewed librarians regarding gender, age, and appearance, 
especially when the findings were connected sometimes through my own interpreta-
tions of unspoken intimations. All four who specified those three factors (gender, age, 
and appearance) are under 40 years of age. Without having a qualified rating system, 
the women all look their ages. It seemed that the confluence of their age and gender 
inhibited their perceived values in the workplace. Since they thought that it affected 
their production, so it, in fact, actually did.

Additionally, the phrase “I probably shouldn’t tell you this but…” came up in vari-
ous forms during a lot of conversations. It was as if they felt like they were gossiping, 
and that was somehow wrong because female gossipers have a negative stigma in 
the workplace (Farley, Timme, & Hart, 2010). That conceptualization itself is a form 
of gender bias; in casual conversations, men “converse,” whereas women are said to 
“gossip.” Lucy defined the social interactions as potentially malevolent.

I think as far as gender goes the department that I work with that are more mixed 
seem to work better. And that seems like a very un-feminist thing to say, but it seems 
like if there’s more balance between men and women in the library there’s better 
results. My experience has been that reference departments that were exclusively or 
almost exclusively female were very catty. So there’s that…at least in the profession 
there’s that reputation, you know?
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Gossip has been suggested as a customary tool of female aggression in social set-
tings (McAndrew, 2014; Miller-Ott & Kelly, 2013). The librarians at Alexander VI 
were described as very “clique-y” in a negative connotation by their counterparts at 
the other libraries. According to the most senior members of the staff there, the depart-
ment always has had a female majority. It is difficult to say how much gender has an 
influence on this reputation, although colleagues at other libraries apparently believe 
that it contributes to the atmosphere there.

7.2.2   Ingrained learning

Characteristics may be ingrained and learned in addition to being perceived both pro-
fessionally and through formal educational experiences. For example, to many faculty, 
the role that the librarians have is of a glorified graduate assistant.

Jessica: As we were being taught by our senior librarians…about how to be a liaison, how to 
act…we, the librarians, were supposed to be [the faculty’s] academic handmaidens. “Any-
thing we can do for you. Anything we can get.”

Compound this ideology with the traditional view of women in service (Johnson, 
2013; Wilson, 2014) within the workforce, and the librarians are almost automatically 
placed in a tenuous spot.

Laura: I know that there’s a role that we can serve but I really do see it as a support role and 
not on the same level.
Researcher: Okay, so more hierarchical?
Laura: Yeah. And that’s gender related by the way.
Researcher: Why would you say that?
Laura: Because, you know, unfortunately the idea of woman being of service and being in 
a service profession.

This data is significant because it seemingly indicates that gender influence on 
place in this context reemphasizes the service focus and resulting blended professional 
sphere of influence described by the librarians at St. Jerome. In this professional case, 
the limitations created by external factors and interpretations of the librarians’ role by 
the faculty impede their blended professional influence and confine their third space. 
This ideology again is perceived and not legislated. In fact, the administration is push-
ing collaboration with faculty, which is antithetical to the handmaiden role, since it 
promotes partnership and not subordination.

Educational opportunities also are often divided from an early age. As a conse-
quence of sex differentiation, “the girl…does not learn to assert herself, has not studied 
science, technology and ‘heavy’ craft [and]…is primarily handicapped in the [labor] 
market, because she lacks the skills which lead to higher-paying jobs” ( Delamont, 
1990, p. 4). These behaviors begin in grade school and then persist within higher 
education (Huhman, 2012). Interactions between the librarians and STEM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) faculty often perpetuated a service or 
subordinate role.

Jessica: There’s still a lot of weird gender stuff outside the libraries. When I [worked with 
STEM faculty], you know, I think there was a weird gender thing going on with the male 
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faculty members. “Oh, you. You do my work for me.” I’ve had strange expectations from 
library users about what we would do for them. Every so often, it’s a little weird.

Due to a lack of numbers, women in the sciences do not often have a position of 
authority. In 2010, women represented only 28% of the workforce in engineering and 
the sciences (Neuhauser, 2014). There is a notion of gender equality in education that 
attempts to provide equal footing for women and men from an early age.

Gender equality in education not only implies that both girls and boys have equal 
access to schooling, but also that the process of education provides all girls and 
boys with a range of equal opportunities and experiences for expanding their 
capacities to the fullest potentials in a manner that they are able to contribute to the 
making of a just, responsible and compassionate society.

Jha, Page, and Raynor (2009, p. 1)

At this point though, statistics do not support the realization of an equal educational 
system. Social constructs preserve existing constructs in the education field.

Researcher: A lot of them have issues with the self-marketing and that inhibits their ability 
to reach members of the community. Do you feel that’s accurate?
Valeria: I don’t feel that’s accurate for me but I do feel that it can be accurate. One of the 
interesting things you talk about is how many women there are. Women by rule are not 
taught to promote themselves, to “lean in” as we like to talk about it in the current vernacu-
lar. The other thing you have to realize is that a lot of the people who go into the field…and 
again I’m generalizing…is that it’s a helping profession and you want to help people and 
that doesn’t mean putting yourself first. Helping, but staying behind.
Researcher: Serving?
Valeria: Serving, you know? I think that’s a key difference.

This conclusion is noteworthy because it suggests that the passive or servant behav-
iors of some of the librarians discussed in the context of their roles and the perceptions 
of their positions are learned. That makes change very difficult and affects the flexibil-
ity required to maximize the blended professional role. At the same time, it is possible 
that awareness of these issues may provide opportunity to manage them so that they 
do not inhibit professional growth.

7.2.3   Family

Women in the household raising children while the husband works is not a worldwide 
gender role. “On the whole people who have studied anthropology tend to incline 
toward the idea that gender is socially created, because every culture discovered across 
the world has such different norms for ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity.’ Childrearing 
is not a women’s task universally” (Delamont, 1990, p. 8). Yet it does persist in the 
psyche of women.

For instance, when my wife and I were discussing the prospects of having chil-
dren, she suggested that she might stay home to raise any kids while I worked. The 
issue with that scenario is that in her field my wife made substantially more money 
than me. She still earns more now, even with me holding a doctoral degree, and her 
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career trajectory is probably on a higher arc than my own. If either of us were to be 
stay-at-home parents, then economically it would make sense for me to put my career 
aside. Yet due to conventional beliefs, my wife immediately thought that she should 
make that sacrifice. The term “sacrifice” also is apt because such familial responsibil-
ities would hamper promotional opportunities in the workplace, and particularly in 
higher education as the literature reviewed in the chapter “Historical roles” suggested. 
Indeed, some of the librarians interviewed here connected their limitations to gender 
roles in the household.

Bridget directly related the lack of funding for conferences and salary to the fact 
that administration expected the female librarian to be the secondary breadwinner in 
the household.

Bridget: Professional development funding is very restrictive and this is a common theme 
among librarians because they are not the main breadwinners. So my professional travel is 
funded on the fact that my partner makes a good salary and says, “If you want to do this, 
don’t worry about it.” Or we go together.
Researcher: So it’s almost like you’re saying…the administrative views it as a gender…
Bridget: No, what I’m saying is that we’re primarily a female-dominated profession…we 
are able to live a comfortable lifestyle…and define that however you wish…but because our 
partners can support us. And our partners can support our professional development activi-
ties. If I didn’t have [my partner] I would be making a lot of difficult choices. I would not be 
going to mid-winter and annual. I would have to turn down committee appointments because 
I could not meet the committee requirements.

Again, money is a concern for the librarians, but the connection between com-
pensation and gender is something wholly different. Here it constructs a professional 
limitation based upon the expectation that a (presumably male) spouse would support 
professional academic endeavors. The logic in Bridget’s presumption is not flawless 
because one wonders then if compensation would rise if the female librarian were 
single or in a same-sex partnership. The answer is likely no, since complaints about 
money were uniform in spite of mentioned relationship statuses. At the same time, 
though, it raises a concern because the perception of the librarian is that she is com-
pensated for what she is, as opposed to what she has done or might do professionally. 
Bridget, in essence, thinks that she is paid less because she is female with a significant 
other.

Other librarians specifically cited their familial roles as limitations in the profes-
sional aspirations. Catherine mentioned a lack of professional development oppor-
tunities at St. Jerome due to a contentious relationship with a male supervisor. She 
believes that her only hope for advancement will come elsewhere. Accordingly, she 
has pursued options.

Catherine: For me, my personal life…I don’t want to say kept me here, but has influenced 
my not going anywhere else. My kids are in absolutely in great schools [here] with oppor-
tunities their cousins don’t have, whether they’re in Florida or Ohio or Southern Virginia. 
They don’t have that. So as a mom and a parent and a spouse as well as other things in my 
life…you make decisions.
Researcher: Do you think if you went elsewhere your opportunities would be better, equal, 
or worse?
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Catherine: I interviewed about a year ago. I was offered a library director position. It was not 
a good fit for my family. It was a fabulous opportunity for my career. Yeah. I know I could. 
I’m quite sure there are a lot of things out there that I can do but I chose to have a husband. 
I chose to have two kids. And on balance I would say that take more priority than my career. 
And I had my career for many years before I had them so I knew what I was headed to with 
what I was investing in my career. For me, I’ll get there. But these folks in my life need me 
to be where I’m at right now, so that’s…yes. I know I could.

Despite a belief in her own abilities, Catherine seemingly defaulted to the familial 
role. Yet another librarian described balancing multiple jobs (and roles) in order to 
support her family.

I’m trying to figure out…it’s entirely possible that this job that I have right here…if 
I do this and [a second job], I can float financially. Sleep is for the weak. I can 
manage. I can see my kids just enough to qualify as a parent. I could be at a sweet 
spot where I’m balancing two roles. I could stay here. Just saying. It’s a possibility. 
I’m not sure. We’ll see…maybe sleep is just for the weak.

Parts of that interview were difficult to conduct because I could sense that the librar-
ian was “burning out” from the dual stresses of professional and family life. Overall, 
there was no indication that the librarians who mentioned family regretted their deci-
sions, but it was clear that limitations arising from family obligations and their per-
sonal roles therein made those particular librarians’ ability to negotiate professional 
opportunities much more challenging. With the increasing expectations of the female 
librarians in the workforce, it remains difficult for women, despite improvements in 
work-life balance, to have an equal work-life balance (Slaughter, 2012).

7.2.4   Gender summary

The mention of gender with respect to the blended professional is in itself significant. 
The model is based upon how one views their role as a professional. The construction 
of this perception is personal and gender—in this case—appears in some ways to 
influence the academic librarians’ perception of their role at St. Jerome.

Again, from my male perspective, the obstacles that gender may present to a 
blended professional librarian are difficult to assess. It is clear though that perceptions 
of gender identity present inherent difficulties for the female librarians to overcome. 
At the same time, changes in attitudes and beliefs of the individual librarians will only 
address so much of the problem. At St. Jerome, it is systemic.

A librarian mentioned that she spoke with the male library director about her forth-
coming marriage. The director asked questions particularly concerned about the finan-
cial stability of the groom, which the librarian took mean that the male library director 
was questioning whether or not she would leave the library job if the librarian’s fiancé 
found other employment. Similar questioning arose when she became pregnant. A 
colleague echoed similar frustration.

Susanna: I feel it’s always easier for promotion for the male librarians than it is for the 
female librarians. Mainly just because…it seems like to me there’s this feeling like “Oh 
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God, once she gets married just write them off. They’re here in body, but…they’re going to 
be gone soon. Let’s not bother with the continuing on with their training or anything like 
that.” That’s honestly how it always feels. It feels like you get fewer opportunities to do 
things.

This is the atmosphere—a uniquely gendered third space—in which the librarians 
are attempting to advance their careers. It is definitely a challenge, since it creates 
limitations to the effectiveness of the female librarians in the blended professional 
role because in addition to the already constructed boundaries of influence, gender 
also generates challenges. Change will come slowly, as evolution requires that society 
and perceptions change.

7.3   Organization

In terms of organization, the libraries operate in an academic caste system that pre-
viously was mentioned. It is what Bolman and Deal (2003) refer to as a “structural 
frame.” In essence, the organization is configured of “a small number of authority 
figures at the top and a much larger number of grunts at the bottom” (Bolman & Deal, 
2003, p. 41). In smaller settings, there are political interactions with individuals play-
ing people and resources off of each other for personal gain. There is also symbolism 
with St. Jerome colors around the library and on print and electronic materials circu-
lated within the community.

However, no one is citing the key to their day as demonstrating the St. Jerome spirit 
and fulfilling the mission of the university. Instead, the librarians tend to perceive the 
hierarchical levels within the system. With respect to the blended professional model, 
the regimenting of their organization creates institutionally constructed restrictions that 
inhibit the librarians’ ability to truly blend their role and modify their third space. The 
genuine limitations of their skills and abilities within the blended professional role, the 
perceived concerns about time and money, and the additional consideration of gender all 
are compounded by the structure of the organization and the problems therein.

Even as blended professionals, the librarians are, in effect, boxed in. Faulty com-
munication, lack of professional mobility, overly structured job descriptions, and poor 
use of talent within the organization all hinder the librarians’ professional develop-
ment. These factors perpetuate the limits on the third space that they might extend by 
creating impediments to personal growth, outreach, and success.

7.3.1   Communication

Active communication is an important element in the blended professional role because 
it facilitates contact and collaboration. There was mention of some typical organiza-
tional concerns during the interviews, particularly dealing with vertical communica-
tion. On a personal level, there was evidence of poor communication with respect 
to the manager–employee relationship. One manager cited her managerial skill and 
acumen as her best asset on the job. Yet a librarian on her staff cited that manager as 
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the key obstacle to her own professional development. Clearly something was amiss 
in that relationship.

Larger organization-wide communication concerns also emerged in the interviews. 
Bolman and Deal (2003, p. 46) suggest that the structural organizational approach 
exists to act as “a blueprint for formal expectations and exchanges among internal 
players and external constituencies.” When this system fails, obstacles appear. Recall, 
for instance, the librarians’ uncertainty on the expectations for promotion. In addition, 
many changes occur in the system without clear written or verbal communication, and 
this was cited as an obstacle.

Researcher: So you’re kind of being limited by…
Irene: Administrative decisions that we were given no input in!

The most frequently mentioned during these interviews was the forthcoming 
change to some of the reference duties of the librarians. Basically, in order to encour-
age outreach, some of their reference desk duties are being eliminated. Given the 
discussion about introversion and outreach challenges, it is not surprising that this 
initiative has proved unpopular.

This is not to say that administration does not have the right or ability to make 
wholesale changes to the roles and duties of the workers. However, in cases of major 
change, it benefits the organization as a whole to have the ability to offer feedback or 
be “bought in” by managerial notice. Otherwise, conflict occurs, and the absence of 
bargaining promotes extended disputes (Bolman & Deal, 2003).

Helgesen (1995) argued that the hierarchical structure was created by a male-dominated 
leadership force. In more inclusive systems designed by women, “lines of communication 
were multiplicitous, open, and diffuse” (Helgesen, 1995, p. 10), often with a center-out 
instead of a top-down structure. This feedback is significant because it suggests that the 
librarians in their roles do not feel that they have open lines of communication with their 
superiors. Even if the communication is acceptable by traditional organizational standards, 
the librarians at St. Jerome perceive it to be a concern. Reorganizing communicational 
structures with this thought in mind might alleviate some of these concerns.

7.3.2   Recognition and advancement

It was previously mentioned that some librarians did not appreciate the push to pro-
duce professional academic works when the administration was not publishing in 
kind. That annoyance is compounded when the recognition offered those librarians 
who do engage in professional work falls short of their expectations. “One cause of 
disappointment is [the] failure to recognize that excellence requires much more than 
sermons from top management” (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 400). Congratulations on 
successful work can be very minimal.

Adele: Maria and I were talking about the poster for ACRL (Association of College & 
Research Libraries) last year and the director had come in to ask her a question about some-
thing else. So Maria was showing him “Oh, Jessica and Adele are doing this poster…blah 
blah blah.” No “That’s great!” No “Congratulations!” His comment was “Oh, I hear those 
[posters] are really expensive.”
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Researcher: To make?
Adele: To buy. I’m just like “That’s your feedback?!” And I just feel like in some ways it’s 
very indicative of the problems here where they don’t understand that this helps us…this 
gets us national attention. I do find that frustrating.

The project is precisely what the administration has been pushing—academic pro-
ductivity recognized on the national level—yet the major expressed concern was cost to 
the department. This is not to say that there should be a party or the individual should 
receive a reward for every significant academic artifact that they produce. However, it 
is difficult to motivate employees to succeed when there is little to no acknowledgment.

An additional problem was the lack of advancement opportunity within the system. 
When asked about developing a new library, Susanna said:

I probably would promote myself because…the one thing that I really hate about 
libraries is that it’s really hard to move up. It’s almost impossible to find ways to 
promote yourself up a level. So I would just naturally throw myself up there. And 
I don’t know if I’m ready to be a supervisor, but I’m going to promote myself to a 
higher level.

Promotion is hard to gain and demonstrates a non-human resources organizational 
frame (Bolman & Deal, 2003). Successful companies recruit employees with pay 
and benefits. “To keep them, they protect jobs, promote from within, and give people 
a piece of the action” (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 137). That does not occur in this 
organization.

At St. Jerome, three of the four director level positions have been filled by the same 
(male) person for at least 15 years. The female in the fourth position recently replaced 
a (male) veteran of 14 years. Yet in order to be considered for management positions, 
librarians must have supervisory experience. Since most of the librarians do not have 
professional supervisory experience, the rare promotional opportunities are filled from 
outside the university.

The librarians understand this is the system in which they work, yet this working 
environment generates an issue with motivation. What is the incentive to push bound-
aries if there is not an opportunity for reward or advancement? Why push the third 
space boundaries for collaboration? This is the mindset that curtails the necessary 
outreach for a blended professional to be successful in their role.

7.3.3   Differentiation and integration

The academic librarians at St. Jerome are blended professionals. Unfortunately, due 
to organizational restrictions, many of their colleagues reside in more fixed roles.  
Bolman and Deal (2003, p. 49) specify two key elements of the organizational structure:  
“how to allocate work (differentiation) and how to coordinate roles and units once 
responsibilities have been parceled out (integration).” Feedback from the librarians 
interviewed suggests that St. Jerome has issues with both of these features. Productiv-
ity, morale, and the professional environment are impacted by the structural realities 
of the organizational system at St. Jerome.
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First, differentiation is difficult in St. Jerome’s system due to the distinctions 
between classified staff and the professional or administrative faculty. A general char-
acteristic of these two roles is that classified staff tend not to have the MLS, whereas 
the faculty academically are trained and credentialed as librarians. There are levels 
of both forms of employee; the more advanced the rank, the more responsibilities 
allocated to that particular role. In theory, this should be successful because “clear, 
well-understood roles and relationships and adequate coordination are key to how well 
an organization performs” (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 44). At St. Jerome though, the 
limits on the duties are very strict because the responsibilities correspond to statewide 
classifications.

Jessica: It gets into class differences more or less and…we actually lost…I don’t know if you 
knew [a former classified staff member], but my understanding from hearsay is that…well 
we all knew that he did spreadsheets. The man was a wizard at spreadsheets. And he wanted 
to do more with the data but they would not give him a more professional role so he said, 
“I’m done. I’m done with stats. Someone else can deal with it” because he felt like he was 
doing more than what was required by the position and he was not being rewarded for it. 
And I can understand that.

If a worker exceeds the responsibilities outlined in their respective job description, 
then the state mandates that they should be compensated for the work. That becomes 
problematic when economic constraints make raises and reclassification of positions 
impossible. Work, therefore, at St. Jerome is differentiated between the ranks, but the 
ability to blend roles within the organizational structure is limited by the constraints 
of specific rankings.

The functionality of the roles, for the most part, is based upon skills and knowledge 
(Bolman & Deal, 2003). Each library has separate units, such as reference or circu-
lation, that vary in size based upon the needs of that particular location with other 
factors, such as shift time or geography, playing lesser roles. This becomes awkward 
at St. Jerome because the integration of the skills of the classified workers sometimes 
intersect with those of the librarians.

Jessica: I’ve been hearing a lot of bits and pieces from conferences and elsewhere where 
the role of librarians and the role of non-librarians is becoming a lot more fuzzy. I don’t 
think that’s necessarily a bad thing but part of me says “I went to library school, darn it!” I 
wouldn’t have gone to library school if I hadn’t had to. I only went because that’s how you 
got a job, otherwise I would have never gone to library school. I’m not really sure that I can 
say that the MLS should be required. I feel like the fact that…I feel that the quote parapro-
fessional role and the librarian role…I’m not seeing a clear distinction these days.

Think back to the conversation on the quality of library school education. The 
degree did not so much legitimize the professional as much as it simply opened the 
door. The skills of the job are pragmatic and experiential, and therefore acquirable 
by staff performing the same duties as the librarians. “The concept of a non-MLS 
librarian may appear to demean the profession by suggesting the degree is not essen-
tial to being a librarian in the sense that the degree serves as a professional creden-
tial indicating mastery of theory and practice of librarianship” (Simpson, 2013, p. 2). 
The librarians do not appreciate the infringement upon their professional territory, 
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especially when they are simultaneously vying for credibility and legitimacy around 
campus themselves.

Part of this hierarchical argument may be seen in the titles assigned to the classi-
fied staff in the libraries: paraprofessional. The term itself denotes assistance to the 
licensed professionals, which in this case are the librarians. Librarians can be keen to 
point out this difference in ability.

Bridget: And I’m not…this is not an insult to the paraprofessionals at all because I think 
you know I think you guys are awesome…but I think there’s…maybe I’m generalizing and 
maybe that’s too much because I like to think of what I do on the reference desk. The student 
does not know the question they need to ask. But through my experience and my opportuni-
ties, I’m like “Oh, that’s where you need to go.”

At St. Jerome, paraprofessionals attached to liaison librarian departments were 
additionally labeled “librarian assistants” or “LAs,” further creating a role distinction, 
which is not necessarily beneficial to the professional environment or productivity.

Lucy: When it becomes a distinction I think it creates an atmosphere that’s not good for 
anyone and I feel that distinction is definitely made more at Alexander VI then it is maybe 
at the other libraries. And truthfully a lot of our LAs or whatever we call them nowadays 
have higher degrees or are pursuing higher degrees or have more academic research than the 
librarians get, so I mean, yeah. I think the reason we’re so hung up on the MLS is there has 
been pockets where that…idea that an MLS is even necessary is being challenged.

In the quotes presented by Bridget and Lucy you see some of the hegemonic 
wording that I mentioned in the chapter “Introduction”, specifically in this context  
“paraprofessional” and “LA,” or “librarian assistant.” This is where my connections 
to the higher education community at St. Jerome aid in the analysis, as the following 
perspective was relayed to me by several tenure-track faculty members at the institu-
tion during informal conversations.

Whether purposeful or not, this type of terminology structurally confines the classified 
staff to a rank lower than the librarians. That is fine and natural, since within a structural 
frame, there are ranks and levels. The problem with this approach, aside from its impact 
on collaboration and collegiality, is that it simultaneously lowers the standing of the 
librarians as well, since many of the classified staff have similar functional roles in terms 
of instruction, reference service, and other duties to those of the academic librarians.

The external academic faculty are very ignorant to the practical and theoretical 
duties of the academic librarians. In the following chapter, it will be suggested that 
the library administration might alleviate some of the misconceptions associated with 
the librarian role by providing better information and high-level outreach to the stake-
holders external to the library. In the current state, though, the appearance from the 
vantage point of the faculty is that the classified staff perform similar duties as the 
academic librarians. It diminishes the social standing of the academic librarians, since 
the collective plane of academic capital and contribution is reduced to a position far 
below that of the tenure-track faculty.

The librarians, of course, also are guarding the legitimacy of their position in oppo-
sition to the classified staff for financial reasons. A 2011 study found that 78% of 
library directors consider budget as a significant reason for hiring non-MLS holding 
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individuals as librarians (Simpson, 2013). The classified staff makes less money than 
the faculty-level librarians. If the financial situation dictated change, then what would 
be the sense of hiring an MLS-holding librarian when a nonlibrarian staff member can 
do the same or very similar job for 75% of the salary?

At the same, the managers realistically cannot ask classified employees to complete 
the same duties as a librarian or a higher-ranked classified staff member. This creates 
a motivational and potentially disciplinary concern as well. The state system makes 
discipline very complicated though.

Gwen: [In order to fix the system] I might change the fact that we can’t terminate people here 
or then it’s such a like arduous process.
Researcher: 18…18 months to terminate anybody who’s classified.
Gwen: Yeah. I would maybe change that. My husband always says to me that no actual busi-
ness could function the way your library functions. There’s just no way. Businesses couldn’t 
be profitable if they have people that just kind of showed up and then went home. So I would 
probably change that and I recognize there’s benefits the system that we have now, but that’s 
something that I would change.

The constraints of the role description for classified staff make the integra-
tion of motivating tasks for the employees. If the employee balks at change, they 
will have three 6-month-long disciplinary reviews prior to termination. System-
ically, the structure of the organization makes management and mobility very 
challenging.

The totality of these findings is significant because they demonstrate the difficult 
structural environment in which the librarians attempt to blend professionally. The 
librarian role transcends a great deal of organizational boundaries. Unluckily though, 
the classified personnel who might amplify the success of the academic librarians in 
their blended role through collaboration and high-levels of cooperation are unable to 
extend out of a restricted positions.

7.3.4   Use of personnel

In the course of the differentiation and integration of the various roles within the 
library system, the rigidity of the classifications impedes librarian blended profes-
sional development and growth. The issue is recognized by several managers and 
senior librarians, yet they lack the ability to enact true change. “Experienced man-
agers…understand the difference between possessing a tool and knowing how to use 
it. Only experience and practice bring the skill and wisdom to size up a situation and 
use tools well” (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 13). Too often though, screwdrivers are 
being used to pound in nails.

Jessica: We should be grooming people and that’s one of the things that we have not done. 
Actually that is a barrier since there’s a tendency to see people in little pegs. You do this job, 
you do that job, and you do that job, and there hasn’t been as much interest in letting people 
do things that are a bit broader and fuzzier.

A measure of the matter is that St. Jerome must work in the boundaries defined by 
the state. At the same time though, the system retards the development of ambitious 
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classified staff by limiting their practical experience in their current position. It leads 
to a high amount of turnover among that level of staff.

Gwen: I feel like I’m hiring people that are either out of undergrad or out of library school. 
They want some experience and I expect them to leave, like they’re going to get bored. They 
want to learn new things and I can only offer so many training opportunities or responsi-
bilities and they’re going to get bored and then they’re going to move on and I expect that.

Some of the managers actually suggested utilizing staff in more substantial roles 
for the classified staff. As Catherine proposes, “I see the [LA level III] as almost an 
administrative librarian in their role. Because you want folks to grow…and we don’t 
have that for those folks in those [classified positions]…so I would change that.” This 
type of change would require a systemic overhaul of the function and ideology of the 
libraries though, and the economic realities of a publically funded institution create an 
unlikely scenario in which this change might occur.

This system also potentially impedes the productivity of the librarians themselves. 
Part of the reasoning behind the paraprofessional label was that the classified staff 
would be in place to aid the librarians on projects. Librarians state that they do not 
have enough time to complete substantial research. As well, library school may not 
have equipped them with the abilities to complete significant quantitative or qualitative 
methodological studies. As Lucy asserts: “You are the stats guy and there is no way 
I would deny that. If I were going to have a stats question, I would ask you, because 
you know stats. It doesn’t matter if you have an MLS.” At the same time though, not 
all librarians are willing to ask for help from the lower ranks due to perceived sta-
tuses. Therefore, this insight gains importance because it denotes both the librarians’ 
weakening of their blended professional role external to the library by restricting the 
collaborative opportunities internal to the organization itself.

With such feedback, it is clear that some of the academic librarians are aware that 
these restrictions might impede cooperative opportunities between classified staff and 
librarians or lateral projects between multiple librarians with classified staff support. 
In spite of my classified title of “Reference, Research, and Instruction Specialist,” 
the creation and dissemination of research was never part of my actual role. The 
official research that I conducted was in support of basic librarian projects. It never 
really amounted to much more than administrative support, aside from very specific 
 committee work.

During my annual reviews as classified staff, I would always advocate for drafting 
my position’s job description to include the production of academic professionalism so 
that I could cultivate research collaboratively with the academic librarians. Since pub-
lishing or conducting actual methodologically sound research was seen as “above my 
paygrade” or ancillary to my actual role, I informally was discouraged from developing 
projects on the job. Personally, I always viewed research and productivity as a means 
to bolster the image of the department. Instead, the organization viewed such work by 
the ranks of the classified staff as contributing to the gains of the individual and not the 
collective whole. There often was classified staff who had the capability and desire to 
contribute to the academic productivity of the librarians. Unfortunately, the organization 
cultivated an environment where such collaborations were difficult to undertake.
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Finally, the appropriate use of personnel is inhibited by the same siloing mentioned 
previously that affects internal collaborative opportunities.

Maria: In general, I think we’re really bad at recognizing peoples’ innate talents and interests 
and trying to develop those professionally. I’ve always thought that. You get these people 
and you see them 3 months out, 6 months out, maybe even a year out and you say “Gosh, 
well I didn’t know they could do that.” Well they said they could do that on their resume but 
I didn’t know they did this. You know what I mean?
Researcher: Compartmentalization.
Maria: Thank you. And I think for all their talk about de-siloing they reinforce it by not 
recognizing the innate skills of people and maybe putting people with like skills together in 
a unit. Not just a temporary taskforce…not just a team…but you structure it.

Librarians perform service work on a variety of committees within the library sys-
tem at St. Jerome. Temporary fixes have not resolved the organizational issues due 
to the aforementioned communication concerns and structural restrictions. Again, St. 
Jerome would require major systemic change in order to find realized success for the 
librarians as blended professionals.

7.3.5   Organization summary

It seems somewhat ironic that a project detailing how the academic librarians at St. 
Jerome are blended professionals suggests that the organization within which they 
work structurally prevents the success of that very model. Yet their professional 
growth is stymied by the same organizational system that allows for their roles to 
branch across sectors of the academic community. Vertical communication is poor, 
and internal opportunity is exceptionally limited. Also interesting is the experience of 
rank denial that the librarians experience within faculty circles is then passed on to the 
classified paraprofessionals. Unless regulations on the roles of the classified staff and 
librarians improve, the organizational culture seems as if it will be a self-perpetuating 
cycle of semidysfunction.

7.4   Conclusion

Time and money (or compensation) are big complaints of the academic librarians at 
St. Jerome. However, it appeared that they based their opinions on misconceptions 
about their tenure-track counterparts. Increased tenure-track-like research responsi-
bilities are encroaching on their schedules. Still, the amount of time spent on their 
activities does not approach that of the tenure-track.

Money is also a specious complaint. How many people enter the academy due to 
financial motivations though? The tenure-track faculty might make slightly more on 
average than the academic librarians, but the differences are not great. Still, the percep-
tion that time and money are impediments to the academic librarians’ success as blended 
professionals. Better understanding of the expectations of the librarians through improve 
communication from the administration might alleviate some of these misconceptions.
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Gender is a far more complicated obstacle than either time or money to address, in 
part because some of the complaints were implied. It is apparent that perceptions of 
gender identity offer intrinsic challenges for the female librarians to address. At the 
same time, alterations in outlooks and beliefs of the individual librarians will only 
speak to so much of the dilemma. At St. Jerome, it is organizational.

Organization brings the final professional obstacle identified by the librarians. The 
structural frame of the organization inhibits personal and professional growth and 
enables a caste system to stymie any opportunity. Promotion is not often available, 
and the use of personnel often results in counterproductivity. While time and money 
were the most often cited complaints, the true professional obstacles lay in the gender 
identity of the academic librarians and the structure of the library organization at St. 
Jerome. With these obstacles identified, the conversation will turn toward the modifi-
cations of the blended professional model with respect toward these discoveries and 
offer suggestions that might mitigate some of the illuminated concerns.
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