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The Tenure-Track Librarian as a Scholarly Researcher 

Rachel K. Fischer 

 

Introduction 

You are not alone if you began a master’s degree in library science program with a desire 

to be an academic librarian, without knowing that the path to tenure could include a requirement 

to publish scholarly research. Nor are you alone if you never planned to write another essay after 

you graduated but are now required to do so for the librarian position that you desire. Being able 

to meet the requirement for scholarly research, year after year, until you receive tenure, seems 

like a daunting task to many librarians. For those who just graduated, or will be graduating soon, 

the question of how to be successful at landing the first tenure-track job interview and being 

selected for a tenure-track librarian position weighs heavily on the mind. However, if you 

properly prepare and plan for a position that includes scholarly research, the job interview 

process and first couple of years on the job will be less stressful. Scholarly research and 

publishing articles in peer-reviewed journals is important for assisting future library students in 

their endeavors and for assisting future leaders in solving problems that were never discussed in 

library school. Reading articles about successful and innovative accomplishments lift the spirits 

of those librarians who are challenged by the numerous challenges that the field experiences. So 

once that first article is published, and even more so after that article has been cited in another 

published article, the stress and preparation for a tenure-track librarian position will seem worth 

it. Your research really will have the power to make a difference to the field of librarianship.  
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This chapter provides an introduction to the scholarly research component of being a 

tenure-track librarian. The first section explains the tenure-track requirement for scholarly 

research. This section is designed to assist a librarian when preparing for a job interview. The 

second section provides tips on how to prepare for a career as a tenure-track librarian who is 

required to publish scholarly research. It contains advice to assist students with making 

educational decisions, for the purpose of improving one’s understanding of research methods and 

improving one’s capability to publish articles. The next section includes tips to assist with the 

generation of research ideas. This will help one get over the initial hump of writer’s block. The 

last section contains advice for a library science professor who may be interested in adapting the 

library science curriculum to better prepare students for a life of scholarly research. By following 

the suggestions in this chapter, a librarian will be able to create a strategic plan that can set one 

on the right track towards more job interview offers, a tenure-track job offer, and help sustain 

good habits as a scholarly researcher.  

 

Scholarly Research is a Requirement for Tenure 

When reviewing job announcements for academic librarian positions, it is not always 

clear if scholarly research is a job requirement, an option that is possible on the job for the 

fulfillment of a requirement, or is not required at all. The degree to which scholarly research is a 

requirement is contingent on the status of the librarians at the academic institution. The Dean, 

Provost, and tenure-track committee create a tenure-track policy for librarians that is in line with 

the university’s faculty handbook and comparable to the policies of peer libraries. Librarians 

with faculty status and tenure are frequently required to both conduct scholarly research, 

including the publication in peer-reviewed journals or presentations at conferences, and 
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participate in association and university committees. However, this does not mean that one 

cannot get tenure without publishing articles. Some institutions have a policy that will grant 

librarians tenure for having an excellent job record, even if they have not published articles. 

Librarians with faculty status without tenure can be required to either conduct scholarly research, 

for publication or presentations, or participate in association committees. However, both are not 

required. Librarians with a staff status are frequently not required to conduct scholarly research, 

but this is not always the case. Some are given support for taking the time for scholarly research, 

especially if they are staff with a status like tenure.  

Librarians who are required to publish scholarly research and participate in association 

committees are allowed “release time” for these activities to be conducted on the job. This time 

can be used for any steps of the scholarly research process, and for activities such as committee 

meetings, or other committee responsibilities. The current trend is for a tenure-track librarian to 

have a goal of publishing one peer-reviewed article per year. However, the required number may 

be different at some institutions, and may vary depending on the policy at the time a librarian 

was hired or the job title. Peer-reviewed publications can include articles published in academic 

journals and papers presented at conferences. Some academic institutions require tenure-track 

librarians to only publish peer-reviewed articles on a subject directly related to their job title. For 

example, a metadata librarian is required to conduct research related to the subfields of metadata, 

cataloging, and library technical services. Some academic institutions will allow tenure-track 

librarians to publish research on any topic, as long as the publication is peer reviewed. This 

allows one to publish in a field of a secondary master’s degree.  

This does not mean that non-peer reviewed articles are not important. Non-peer reviewed 

articles are typically seen as “extra credit.” Additional articles look great on a CV when applying 
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for a job for the first time or when under review by the tenure and promotion committees. 

Although non-peer reviewed articles do not count for the required peer-reviewed articles for 

tenure, some promotion committees will count these extra articles for points towards promotion.  

Not every institution has the same policy. It is important to thoroughly review and 

understand the specifics of the tenure and promotion policy before accepting a position. Before 

attending a job interview, it may be possible to search for the policies and find them on an 

institution’s website. However, it is also acceptable to ask the hiring committee to email the 

policy before the job interview. Here is a list of questions to ask a hiring committee during an 

interview for an academic librarian position: 

1. Can I see the tenure and promotion policy? Ask for any clarification on 

requirements for tenure and promotion. 

2. How long does it take to get tenure? 

3. Is publishing a requirement for this position? 

4. How many peer-reviewed articles am I required to publish per year? 

5. How many articles should I have completed before I am eligible for 

tenure? 

6. How are non-peer reviewed articles viewed? 

7. How much time am I required to spend on association committees on the 

job? 

8. How much time am I allowed to spend on scholarly research on the job? 

9. Can I publish articles on subjects that are unrelated to librarianship? 

10. What support does the institution offer for scholarly researchers? 

Here are some questions that are good to ask during an interview meal: 
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1. What topics do you like to research and write about? 

2. Have you published any articles or books recently? 

3. Do you have a research project that you are working on at the moment?  

4. Can you tell me about your experience presenting at conferences?  

 

Tips on Preparing for a Career as a Tenure-Track Librarian 

From a recruiter’s perspective, it is important to select the candidates for interviews that 

already have demonstrated that they can meet the preferred qualifications for the job. It does not 

mean that one will not get hired if one has not previously published articles or presented at 

conferences. Professional experience is far more important. However, there is a greater chance of 

landing an interview and being offered a tenure-track librarian position for those that have 

previously published work, presented at conferences, or have an additional master’s degree or 

Ph.D. Publishing non-peer reviewed articles like book reviews, conference reporting, and 

magazine or website articles are a great way to show a hiring committee that a candidate has the 

potential to succeed as a scholarly researcher. This can make it easier for one who is in the early 

stages of a job search to get interview offers more quickly. Having a goal of publishing at least 

one article, if not several, before applying for a tenure-track librarian position is easier to 

accomplish than one may think.  

Taking the right courses in college is important to prepare oneself for scholarly research. 

Quantitative and qualitative research methods and data analysis courses as part of bachelor and 

master’s degree programs are highly recommended. Because these courses are not always 

required as part of a master’s degree in library science program, a second master’s degree or 

Ph.D. that emphasizes research can really boost one’s confidence and abilities in research and 
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writing. Although a second master’s degree or Ph.D. is not required for all tenure-track librarian 

positions, many tenure-track positions list it as a preferred qualification. A degree that provides 

one with the opportunity to do further library science research and improve one’s understanding 

of quantitative and qualitative analysis can help one successfully meet the scholarly research 

requirement of a tenure-track librarian. For example, degrees such as a MS in Management or 

Public Administration, can allow one to do research assignments that are focused on library 

management, instead of just business management like an MBA.  

One should think of class assignments as more than just an assignment, but an 

opportunity to conduct original research that can be published. The essays may need to be edited 

a lot for publication but changing how one thinks of an assignment will help one meet the goal of 

publishing peer-reviewed or non-peer reviewed articles in journals. Case studies are frequently 

assigned in library science courses that include site visits to local libraries, interviewing the 

director, and conducting original research about the library. During this process, try to discover 

something challenging for the libraries, or innovative and successful about these libraries that 

deserves to be highlighted. Perhaps this assignment can then be edited later or provide 

inspiration for a shorter article which can be submitted for publication. Collection Development 

and Reader’s Advisory course assignments can easily be edited for publication in “The Reader’s 

Shelf” column of Library Journal, or the “Alert Collector” column of Reference and User 

Services Quarterly. These are not peer-reviewed columns but submitting an article to these 

columns is a great way to publish for the first time, enhance one’s resume, and gain experience 

working with an editor. 

One should take advantage of the time in an additional degree program to complete 

assignments in a manner that is focused on libraries. An assignment to do original research on 
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management, for example, may be completed by conducting a survey of librarians on a 

management topic. Even a shorter essay assignment may be completed by answering it in a 

manner that applies to library science if the question is relevant enough. Doing so will make 

research more relevant to one’s career goals. Do not dismiss these essays as just assignments. 

Whether you follow proper research methods procedures for writing a thesis or write a short 

response for a final exam essay, if one approaches an assignment from the perspective of 

creating publishable work, one will be able to publish at least one essay associated with their 

courses. Interdisciplinary research about librarianship coming from non-library related degrees 

can be unique, desirable for publication, and may be impactful on future library leaders. 

If an additional degree is not possible or desired, here are several continuing education 

options that are more affordable. These different programs address the subject of research 

methods and data analysis to different degrees and in different ways. Some programs are geared 

towards librarians and others are general research methods courses.  

1. Institute for Research Design in Librarianship (http://irdlonline.org) – This is a week-

long summer workshop in Los Angeles, CA that includes additional virtual monthly 

meetings with a mentor for a year. The workshop covers all stages of designing a 

library science research project.  

2. Library Research Round Table Mentorship Program of the American Library 

Association (http://www.ala.org/rt/lrrt/initiatives) – This is a two-year mentorship 

program that pairs an experienced researcher with a librarian who would like to 

develop strong research skills. The program requires face to face meetings at ALA 

conferences and virtual communication. Participants present their research at ALA 

conferences. 

http://irdlonline.org/
http://www.ala.org/rt/lrrt/initiatives
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3. “Your Research Coach” Program of the College Libraries Section of the Association 

of College & Research Libraries 

(http://www.ala.org/acrl/aboutacrl/directoryofleadership/sections/cls/clswebsite/collpr

ogdisc/researchcoach) – This program pairs an experienced researcher who has 

published articles and/or presented research at conferences with a person who would 

like advice, support, and suggestions to improve the quality of research and scholarly 

projects. Communication is done via e-mail, the telephone, or in person.  

4. Library Juice Academy (https://www.libraryjuiceacademy.com) – This program 

offers online courses on statistics, evaluating service quality, and patron surveys. 

5. Free online courses from sites like Coursera (https://www.coursera.org) or edX 

(https://www.edx.org) – Both sites offer courses on research methods, data analysis, 

and statistics that are relevant to the social sciences.  

 

Tips for Generating Research Ideas 

It is totally normal to have moments when you cannot think of a unique idea to write 

about or research, especially when it is not a specific and structured assignment from a professor. 

Once one has graduated from college, it is normal to experience a writer’s block. However, the 

good news is that even if it seems like much has already been written about a certain topic, there 

still may be some part of it that deserves to be researched and reported on. Reviewing previous 

research is always the best way to start on a new project. 

It is a great time to think about publishing articles after graduation and during a job hunt. 

Completed assignments are still fresh in one’s memory at this time. One should begin with the 

topics that are most familiar by reviewing one’s previously completed academic assignments 

http://www.ala.org/acrl/aboutacrl/directoryofleadership/sections/cls/clswebsite/collprogdisc/researchcoach
http://www.ala.org/acrl/aboutacrl/directoryofleadership/sections/cls/clswebsite/collprogdisc/researchcoach
https://www.libraryjuiceacademy.com/
https://www.coursera.org/
https://www.edx.org/
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from a similar perspective as the previous section described. Case study assignments are great 

ways to uncover the challenges that librarians face for the purpose of pursuing further scholarly 

research. Here are some prompts for discovering research possibilities within previously 

completed assignments: 

1. Make note of topics that were the most interesting to you.  

2. Did any topic make you wish you had more time for studying it?  

3. Did a topic, librarian, or library inspire you, and why? 

4. Did any completed case studies report on challenges or problems that 

librarians or libraries experienced? Did they solve these problems, or do you have a 

suggested solution? 

5. Did any completed case studies report on any innovative library practices? 

6. Did you discover challenges, problems, experience successful problem 

solving, or witness innovative programming while on the job, as an intern, staff 

member, or volunteer?  

When one has started a new job or become a new member of a committee, new 

opportunities for research ideas will become apparent. Networking with coworkers and 

committee members to discuss their previously published work, discovering the strong writers, 

and discussing mutual interests can help find cowriters to work with. You do not always have to 

be the one burdened with generating new ideas. It is great to have a combination of solo projects 

and joint projects on one’s CV. If you are unsure of your next steps, announce that you are 

looking to co-write articles with others. Your coworkers may have ideas for projects that you can 

participate in while someone else is the lead investigator. Here are some prompts for discussion 

with your coworkers: 
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1. Can you send me a list of articles that you have published? 

2. Are you currently working on any scholarly research projects? 

3. Does anyone have future research plans that could benefit from a 

cowriter? 

4. Have there been any challenges or problems that the department, library, 

or employees have experienced? 

5. What have they done to solve these problems? If they are unsolved, what 

is needed to solve these problems? 

6. Has the library, department, or employees done anything innovative or 

noteworthy? 

7. Will any employees allow you to do informational interviews with them to 

discuss research interests and on the job experiences? 

The idea of writing at least one article per year until tenure may seem a bit daunting. 

However, it can be accomplished. Brainstorming additional research topics by breaking down a 

general topic into subtopics can be helpful. For example, management includes many subfields, 

like human resource management, strategic management, and financial management. Human 

resource management includes subfields like staffing, compensation and benefits, strategic 

human resource planning, and employee law. Strategic management is reflected in strategic 

plans, decision making and problem solving. Some of these topics can affect library departments 

differently. If the idea for researching a subfield came first, then brainstorm ideas of broader, 

narrower, and related topics. One research interest can easily turn into five to ten years or more 

worth of scholarly research. Each of these ideas could even lead to multiple articles.  
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Reading previously published research is very insightful when a topic has been published 

on frequently. Not only could it lead one to a publishable literature review on a topic, it can 

uncover gaps in research that has not been published yet. Subtopics could be studied, or research 

designs could be improved on. When reviewing previously published research, here are some 

issues to make note of: 

1. What were the results of studies and what do you think of the outcome? 

2. How many studies can you find on a specific topic? If there are not many, 

would that topic warrant further research? 

3. Did the research design seem flawed? If so, how would you improve it? 

4. Did the author suggest that more research would be warranted on a 

specific topic? 

5. Can I think of any additional solutions to a problem? 

6. Should a subtopic of a previously published study be researched? 

7. Did the research seem outdated? 

8. Should the study be repeated at this institution to compare the results of 

previous studies to a new study? 

If all else fails, and there is still a need for a new topic, skim through whole issues of a 

journal to discover a new and interesting topic. Try examining the articles of a journal that you 

have not spent time reading yet. There are multiple journals on every general topic of 

librarianship, in addition to interdisciplinary journals, and open access journals. While reading 

through a new journal, ask yourself the previous questions to generate new ideas. Skimming 

through unfamiliar journals may lead one to discover new research designs that could inspire 

future research. 
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Following A Library Writer’s Blog (http://librarywriting.blogspot.com) and listservs for 

calls for papers and presentations can also help to bring all of these ideas to fruition. If you have 

not decided on the best outlet for an idea, calls for papers may present the proper source. 

Consider a literature review, a survey, a case study of one’s own library, book review, or a how-

to essay when perusing calls for papers and presentations that provide a diverse amount of 

opportunities for publications and conferences to attend. You will assuredly not run out of 

opportunities or ideas by following these steps. The proper research design will become apparent 

as one becomes familiar with previously published research. Ideas can be adapted to fit the needs 

of the different publications. 

If one is unsure of the quality of an article, don’t be afraid of being rejected. Rejection is 

bound to happen to everyone. It is an important experience to learn from. Rejection can happen 

because an article is not the right style for the publication, or because there are too many issues 

that need to be corrected before it can be published. When rejection occurs, it is important to ask 

the editor for feedback so that the article can be improved on and be resubmitted. Taking the 

time to improve the article and resubmit it will greatly improve one’s writing quality and chances 

of getting published. If an article is rejected by a publication because it does not fit the style of 

publication, just try a different one. Don’t give up. With enough patience and persistence, 

success is possible. 

 

How the Library Science Curriculum Can Be Improved 

Since most students do not come to class thinking that they should strive to publish 

articles related to their assignments, library science professors should actively help prepare 

students for tenure-track librarian positions by encouraging students to publish. By doing so, a 

http://librarywriting.blogspot.com/
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professor can make the theory behind librarianship more practical and experiential. The 

curriculum can be easily altered to include assignments in the style of articles that can be 

published in journals. In some classes, students are required to read a number of trade magazine 

articles, websites, and academic journal articles each week. Instead of this, students can be 

assigned to read different styles of articles that are relevant to librarians; i.e., book reviews, 

published case studies, results of surveys, literature reviews, and bibliographies. The students 

could be given assignments to write in different styles. 

Instead of just assigning a case study of a library, the students can be assigned to write 

about a library in the style of an article that could be published in a trade magazine like Library 

Journal or American Libraries, or an article on a case study in an academic journal, like Public 

Library Quarterly. As previously mentioned, collection development and reader’s advisory 

course assignments can easily be altered to include an essay in the style of a publishable book 

review or bibliography of varying lengths. The students should be encouraged to include books 

in the assignment that have not been covered in a column recently so they have a greater chance 

of being published. Theoretical studies can include assignments to write literature reviews. 

Literature reviews can be submitted for publication in peer-reviewed journals, including The 

Journal of Librarianship and Scholarly Communication. By slightly altering an assignment to 

encourage students to write essays in the style of publishable articles, library science professors 

will be helping the students take an important step towards reaching a goal of becoming a tenure-

track librarian. If they can have the experience of publishing articles before graduating, the 

students will be more likely to be hired for positions that require scholarly research and be more 

likely to succeed in meeting the requirement to publish peer reviewed articles.  
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Conclusion 

Even if the idea of accepting a job that requires scholarly research seems too stressful and 

undesirable, taking the time to prepare for a tenure-track position will seem worth it in the end. 

Not only will being a successful researcher be fulfilling for yourself but publishing research will 

be beneficial for all librarians and future library students. By staying organized and creating a 

plan for accomplishing goals and objectives, it is possible to succeed at getting interviews for a 

tenure-track librarian position and being hired for a position. Although research methods and 

publishing are not always emphasized in the classroom, it is not too late to take a continuing 

education course or revisit old assignments for inspiration. One may find that an old assignment 

can inspire one to write an article, or a professor may find that an assignment can be rewritten to 

introduce a publishable style of writing to the students. There are a multitude of options for 

librarians to publish different styles of writing in order to gain the necessary experience for a 

lifetime of scholarly research. With some preparation, one can even publish an article before one 

is hired as a tenure-track librarian.  

 


