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Abstract 

New librarians face a variety of barriers to publication, such as time constraints, lack of priority 

given to scholarship, and lack of experience. This article proposes that new librarians can more 

rapidly generate publishable material by exploiting a rich mine of their own high-quality writing: 

their MSLS coursework. Writing with intention can help library students plan assignments for 

publication, while a careful revision process will ensure successful upcycling. By leveraging the 

research and writing effort exerted while studying for the master’s degree, new librarians can 

quickly build a strong foundation for their early-career publications. 
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Introduction 

New librarians have historically published the least of all librarians (Watson, 1977, p. 379), 

yet publishing early in one’s career is crucial for establishing a professional reputation, 

supporting promotions and tenure, and contributing new perspectives into the library literature.  

New librarians have an advantage over more experienced librarians: a stack of recently 

completed homework and papers that they completed during their master’s degree studies in 

library science. Based on research, recent first-hand experience in an MSLS program, and 

observations of successfully published new librarians, this article recommends that new 

librarians leverage their academic work into publication opportunities.  By upcycling existing 

writing, new librarians can more quickly create publishable content and establish a habit of 

scholarship more quickly. 

Literature Review 

Barriers to Publication by New Librarians 

 In 1977, Watson found that only 18% of all publications in library science literature, 

including book reviews, were written by librarians with five or fewer years of experience (p. 

379). Watson’s study only included academic librarians and is in need of a more current study, 

but it is still a useful benchmark. More current research into the publishing patterns of librarians 

present a variety of barriers that librarians face when considering publication. 

Lack of time to tackle research and writing is one such barrier (Baro & Ebhomeya, 2012, 

p. 212; Hemmings, Rushbrook, & Smith, 2005, p. 65; Shenton, 2005, p. 149; Lamothe, 2012, p. 

160). It is understandable that librarians have difficulty finding the time to write and research. 

While in school, new librarians have the burden of schoolwork, employment for income, 

internships, and applications for jobs post-graduation.  Following graduation and while 
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beginning a professional career, new librarians in any type of library must contend with service 

requirements for promotion and retention, in addition to continuing to learn and develop as a 

professional at their job.  

Another obstacle is the prioritization of service to the library and to the library 

community. Service-oriented librarians often choose to spend scarce extra time on activities that 

more clearly support patrons, rather than on publishing and writing (Herron & Haglund, 2007, p. 

74).  Librarians make that call, but administrators may also discourage publishing by making it 

the least important of a librarian’s responsibilities (Herron & Haglund, 2007, p. 74).  Even 

academic librarians, for whom publication is required for tenure or promotion, experience less of 

the publish-or-perish dynamic apparent elsewhere in academia (Hart, 1999). When publishing is 

not prioritized by the librarian or administrators as a valuable use of time, it is not performed, 

and as a result, “research and publishing requirements may seem insurmountable” (Tysick & 

Babb, 2006, p. 94). 

Most librarians have a sophisticated understanding of the research process and of writing 

techniques but have less experience with the publication process  (Baro & Ebhomeya, 2012, p. 

213).  When Herron & Haglund (2007) spoke to reference librarians, they found knowledge 

about publishing was the average librarian’s second biggest weakness, behind only instruction 

experience. Despite the need for education in these topics, only 2% of librarians they surveyed 

had recently attended training in scholarship or publishing (p. 75).  This lack of knowledge 

makes it difficult for new librarians to successfully plan for publication and also may instill a 

fear of failure  (Stilwell, 2006). 
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Support for New Librarian Writing  

One of the best tools for encouraging new librarian scholarship is the gift of time. Within 

academic librarianship, requirements of publication can be the biggest factor in establishing a 

lifelong professional habit of scholarship (Fennewald, 2008, p. 107).  New librarians at any type 

of library can request that scholarship be included in their formal job responsibilities to establish 

the sense of obligation to publish.  Supervisors can encourage a balance between scholarship and 

service by not overwhelming new librarians with library, community, or professional committee 

assignments (Palmer & Matz, 2006, p. 373). Supervisors can also help ensure that new librarians 

have regular time for writing, so that librarians do not have resort to less effective bursts of 

binge-writing (McKnight, 2009, p. 116). Financial support for conference travel and other 

research expenses, of course, is also beneficial (Fennewald, 2008, p. 111). 

Collaboration can also be an effective means of supporting scholarship and publication 

by new librarians (Nall & Gustavson, 2010). By working in collaboration with other librarians, 

the burden and stress of publication are reduced. Studies also suggest that collaboration increases 

both an article’s overall quality and its odds of being published (Lamothe, 2012, pp. 160-161). 

Mentoring by experienced librarians is immensely useful in many situations, including 

helping to keep the new librarian on track with his/her publication goals (Tysick & Babb, 2006, 

pp. 95-96).  Similarly, peer-support programs can help create a supportive culture of scholarship  

(Palmer & Matz, 2006, pp. 372-373) and offer a venue for informal peer-reviews and copy-

editing (Fennewald, 2008, p. 110).  Peer-support programs can take the form of a scholarly 

writing group, either with other librarians (Tysick & Babb, 2006) or with members of the 

community and/or campus. Such writing groups may offer dialogue and mutual support for the 
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writing process or opportunities for writing alongside colleagues in a quiet and dedicated 

environment (Exner & Houk, 2010). 

Discussion 

Proposed Model: Upcycling Master’s Coursework  

The strategies outlined above are excellent, but they all assume librarians are writing 

professional publications from scratch. This article proposes that new librarians exploit a rich 

mine of their own high-quality writing: their MSLS coursework. New librarians can upcycle 

completed course assignments by rewriting, refreshing, and expanding in order to form a strong 

foundation for their early-career publications.  “Upcycling,” a term popularized by authors 

Michael Braungart and William McDonough in 2002,  is used to indicate the repurposing and 

simultaneous elevation of an item, as distinct from recycling or simply repurposing. In this 

article the term “upcycling” is used because it clearly indicates that with effort assignments can 

be made into something both new and more usable, rather than simply being reused exactly as 

currently written.  

Over the course of their studies, MSLS students do a lot of writing. Despite use of new 

teaching methods in library science education such as evidence-based practice, inquiry-based 

teaching, and service learning, written assignments still appear as a common measurable student 

output (Most, 2011; Cahil & Richey, 2012; Brown, 2012). These written assignments vary in 

format and length, but the author found that they often fall into one of three categories: major 

original research, minor class assignments, and major class assignments. 

The first type of writing, major original research, will not occur very often. This type 

consists of cumulative theses, master’s papers, honors papers, etc.  It includes original research 

and/or synthesis and fills a gap in the existing library science research literature. The second type 
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consists of short, non-substantive pieces. These minor class assignments often merely 

demonstrate the author’s basic understanding of concepts or thoughts on a topic and will rarely 

be material suitable for peer-reviewed articles. However, these minor pieces can serve as small 

building blocks in a larger published work, or provide some content for venues such as a 

personal blog. Finally, MSLS students also complete major class assignments. These pieces 

include extensive literature reviews, researched opinion pieces, and case studies. Such 

assignments can be used on their own or serve as large building blocks for a future published 

work. 

Planning for Upcycling 

MSLS students can plan for publication by embracing and seeking out opportunities for 

robust writing and research. Only 10% of library science programs require a thesis or similar 

capstone research project for graduation (Tysick & Babb, 2006, p. 94), and such programs will 

often offer alternatives to the thesis, such as creating an online portfolio. A student with an eye 

for the future will recognize the publishing opportunities that arise from original research and 

will choose to undertake a capstone research paper.  

When choosing topics for their written coursework, potential authors should keep in mind 

the most common types of published articles: literature reviews, reports of research projects, 

implications of the research, and methodological analyses (Shenton, 2005, p. 144). Intentionally 

writing with one of these broad genres in mind will allow a completed assignment to more easily 

be converted into an article.   

Another way in which planning can help writers optimize their coursework is by 

imagining individual assignments as building blocks. The author has seen prospective authors 

leverage this technique with success; one semester’s essay can serve as the introduction to 
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another semester’s literature review, which can be used to support a major research project later. 

This process is easier if a student enters an LIS program with a chosen field of study so that the 

student can then tailor courses and assignment topics to support a particular research interest. 

However, an early research plan is absolutely not required in order to create publishable work 

while in school. A student who is unsure of his/her field of study will create a diverse portfolio 

of assignments while exploring different aspects of library and information science. 

Though it can seem presumptuous to do so, writers may benefit from informing their 

instructor if they intend to use a course’s written assignment for publication (even if just as an 

entry on one's own professional blog).  Grading papers is a time-consuming activity, and faculty 

favor technical comments over substantive feedback when grading papers (Stern & Solomon, 

2006).  However, if informed that the student not only seeks but intends to use substantive 

feedback, instructors may offer more notes on how to effectively revise the piece or may suggest 

publishing venues.  

Careful forethought and planning while completing coursework will allow potential 

writers to more quickly move through the process of revising their coursework and submitting it 

for publication.   

Revising the Coursework  

 When revising a master’s thesis or similar long piece of piece of writing, the author will 

want to tighten the style and content of the research paper. A professional reader will be less 

interested in details than were instructors, and the detail given in an academic thesis may seem 

like padding to both the reader and an editor (Luey, 2008, p. 39).  However, if the article has 

been created by combining several different class assignments, the author’s priority when 

revising should be ensuring consistent tone and voice. Individual assignments can provide a 
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foundation, but one must create singular and cohesive message, flow, and purpose when 

combining them (Brause, 2012).  In either case, when writing or revising a lengthy formal 

research article, it is very helpful to recruit assistance from an academic advisor or a mentor.  

No matter what type of assignment is being revised or the publication for which it is 

targeted, the bibliography must be updated, and the author should do a literature review to ensure 

that no relevant research has been newly published. 

Students may conduct research while assisting a senior faculty member, in which case the 

faculty member will usually be denoted as the primary investigator and make publication 

decisions (Shenton, 2005, p. 150).  In these cases, or when research is conducted with any kind 

of research funding, care should be taken to determine ownership of the data and results of the 

research before any publication is sought.   

Some MSLS course assignments may be team-written. Writers wishing to use a team-

written article for publication must be sure to properly cite classmates as co-authors and 

try recruiting them to help revise the work into publishable form. Team writing is a common and 

effective way to leverage a strong professional network in order to publish an article with less 

individual effort (Nall & Gustavson, 2010).  

Students must also be cautious of publication when the assignment includes a case study, 

active learning, or service-learning component. These types of assignments are becoming more 

common as instructors seek to tie classroom learning to the real world, and as students take more 

internships for credit (Chupp & Joseph, 2010, p. 191). Even if the work does not qualify as 

research and therefore fall under the purview of the school’s Institutional Review Board, there 

are ethical concerns in publicly publishing information about a library without consent. In these 

cases, prospective authors will want to obtain the permission of the library, supervisor, and 
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others involved in the study. Sometimes the piece can be anonymized to disguise the library 

described, but if it cannot, or if the library will not give permission to reuse the piece, then the 

writer should not attempt to publish it. 

Publication of Upcycled Work 

As initial revisions near an end, the author must choose where to submit the article first. 

Just as students produce many types of work while in school, there are many types of 

professional publication opportunities. The rest of this article is dedicated to a discussion of 

some of the common venues students may use to publish their work, but potential authors should 

also consult Hahn and Jaeger’s excellent article on academic library research,  particularly their 

overview of publication venues (2013, pp. 240-241).  Shenton also has an excellent list of ways 

to identify prospective journals, including reference checking, word-of-mouth, and shelf-

browsing (2005, pp. 147-148). Authors seek publishers, but often publishers will seek authors for 

particular theme issues, conference presentations, and books. Students interested in publishing or 

presenting their work should subscribe to professional listservs, through which calls for such 

opportunities are often sent. Corey Seeman’s blog (2014) is another good way to keep abreast of 

such calls.  

Very few periodicals allow simultaneous submissions to various venues, so authors 

should start with the most prestigious. Once a journal is chosen, the article should be revised yet 

again to match the journal's submission guidelines. There are many good resources available in 

the library literature to help authors navigate the entire submission and editorial/peer-review 

process, and so the process will not be discussed here. However, in the encouraging words of 

McKnight, “[y]ou submit a thoroughly developed and polished draft. The version you first 
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submit is not the final version that will appear in print. Reviewers and editors will help you 

revise it” (2009, p. 115). 

Peer-reviewed journals. Scholarly, peer-reviewed journals are most commonly known 

for major research articles. “In academic circles, refereed journals are regarded as far more 

prestigious and authoritative than non-refereed” (Shenton, 2005, p. 145). Peer-reviewed articles 

are usually extensive and polished descriptions of original research. Not all peer-reviewed 

journals are equal, however. Journals have varying levels of prestige based on the number of 

subscriptions they receive, the quality of the articles, and the percentage rate of their acceptance. 

Prospective authors can find the impact factors and acceptance rate of journals through the 

database Web of Science and through the journal’s own homepage. Journals with higher impact 

factors and lower acceptance rates will be more discerning when considering article 

submissions.  

Peer-reviewed journals do offer publishing opportunities for smaller articles and less 

formal research. Examples of peer-reviewed articles outside of scholarly research are editorials 

or opinion pieces that are based on existing literature and the expertise of the author. Some 

journals also accept review articles that summarize existing literature or methods. For an 

overview of review article types, see Grant & Booth’s excellent summary of the topic 

(2009). Lastly, journals may also print “work in progress” articles, which summarize the initial 

results of ongoing research, without as much content as a formal research article. Though a 

work-in-progress article offers an additional publication opportunity, authors should be careful 

that such writing does not delay them from actually completing their research and thus being 

able to present more valuable information (Shenton, 2005, p. 149). 
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Other venues.  Outside of scholarly journals, there are many opportunities to publish 

in non–peer-reviewed journals and newsletters. These venues are perfect for work that is not 

appropriate for a peer-reviewed journal yet contains information of value to the library or other 

communities: “[r]efereed journals are often read mainly by researchers and academics, and, if 

authors are looking to disseminate their findings to actual practitioners, they should appreciate 

that many of these people are more likely to read lighter weight journals and magazines, which 

are typically not refereed” (Shenton, 2005, p. 145). Publishing in these venues can be a less 

stressful and quicker way of getting your work read. Many American Library Association (ALA) 

units have non–peer-reviewed publications that accept submissions multiple times a year. A 

complete list of ALA publications, excluding state association periodicals, is available on the 

association’s website (“American library association periodicals,” 2014).  

An alternative to journals and newsletters is a professional blog. Blogs are rapidly 

becoming popular with researchers as a way to publish research and quickly disseminate it the 

public (Volokh, 2006), and librarians are no exception.  For shorter writing samples, librarians 

should consider maintaining an individual professional blog that can be part of an online 

portfolio. For longer items, authors can submit items to established professional librarianship 

blogs. Blogs can be specific (e.g. House, 2014) or broad (e.g. “In the library with the lead pipe,” 

2014) in scope. 

  Finally, authors should consider presentation opportunities as a venue for professional 

productivity. Opportunities for presentations are readily available at a variety of conferences. 

Local regional conferences, state association conferences, and national and international 

conferences all put out calls for presentations. As with publication venues, not all conferences 

are equal: it is easier to get a session accepted at a small regional conference than at the ALA 
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Annual Conference. Not all presentations are equal either. Poster sessions are a great way to 

present reviews of existing research, early-stage original research, and small case studies.  Panels 

or discussion groups are an opportunity to bring together people with related expertise to 

dialogue about a particular issue or challenge. Formal presentations of differing lengths may be 

used to provide a summary and the implications of original research, present complex solutions 

to existing problems, or outline a major library case study.   

Conclusion 

New librarians face a variety of barriers to publication, including time constraints, lack of 

priority given to scholarship, and lack of experience. Administrator support, collaborations, and 

peer support/writing groups can support new librarian writing, but new librarians can also 

increase their early-career scholarship by upcycling completed school assignments. Whether 

starting from major original research, major class assignments, or minor assignments, new 

librarians can rewrite, refresh, and combine their MSLS coursework into publishable content.  

Writing with intention can help library students plan assignments for smaller publication 

opportunities, or for building blocks in a larger publication. Current MSLS students can also seek 

out original research opportunities in order to have fodder for peer-reviewed articles. The 

revision process for turning coursework into publishable material includes consideration of co-

authors and primary investigators, advisors and mentors, and privacy concerns. Longer works 

such as a thesis or capstone project must be condensed, while pieces that have been combined 

must be edited for cohesiveness.  The bibliography of any revised piece will need to be updated 

before submission. 

New librarians face challenges during the formative years of their professional career. By 

leveraging the research and writing effort they exerted while studying for the master’s degree, 
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particularly if they used thoughtful preparation while in school, new librarians can rapidly 

generate publishable material and contribute their voices to the literature of the library and 

information science profession.   
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