
 

Is Library School for You? 

First, a little bit about the authors: 

Rachael Nelson is a Substitute Adult Reference Associate who splits her time working at the North Pointe and 
Downtown branches. She is a currently a distance education library student at Clarion University, where she is 
pursuing a general course of library studies. She began her studies in Spring 2012 and hopes to finish her degree 
in Fall 2013. Shannon Kraushaar is currently working two part-time jobs at WCFL: Adult Reference Library 
Associate and Interlibrary Loan Assistant, as well as attending the University of Maryland iSchool full time. She 
began her studies in Fall 2011 and will graduate in May 2013. Her concentration of study is Information and 
Diverse Populations.  Marilyn Pontius is a Library Associate Branch Manager of the Hancock library. She 
completed a Master Degree in Information Science from the University of Tennessee in August 2012. Her 
concentration was in Information Technology and Rural Library Management. All three programs are ALA 
accredited. 

Rachael’s Story: 
  
1. Why have you decided to pursue an MLS (Masters in Library Science)? 
 
I decided to pursue an MLS when I decided to focus my career fully in libraries. Library 
work gives me the personal rewards of working in education and community service, and 
the opportunity to use my customer service and business skills. I realized that the 
positions in which I would be able to have the most impact in the future would be 
Master's level positions, and I did not want a lack of an MLS to be a barrier to my role in 
libraries in the future. 
  

2. How did you choose the MLS program that you did? 
 
I chose my program at Clarion University for many reasons but the best price and convenience of an online 
program were major factors! Clarion also offered a broad range of courses without the requirement of choosing a 
specific cohort, specialty, or concentration - other than the school media specialist program - allowing for the 
flexibility of tailoring one's course selections to one's area of interest, academic need, specialty, or desire to 
pursue a general course of study. Clarion University's program is ALA accredited and I knew that other WCFL staff 
had chosen this program which is why I explored the Clarion option in the first place. 

3. What has your experience has been thus far? 
  
I am most pleased with the online experience of my program - and pleasantly surprised.  My original reason for 
choosing the online option was for convenience and access to such an affordable program but the benefits 
of online learning have superseded my expectations.  As libraries continue to use more and more digital 
resources, I have found that utilizing these same resources as an online student has been a great way to gain 
proficiency in using them - threaded discussion tools, interactive webinars, collaborative document websites, 
online professional and academic resources, and interactive web classrooms.  I have always preferred face-to-face 
interaction to digital but I have gained another valuable learning experience entirely as an online student. 
  
All but one course I have taken thus far has filled in the bigger picture of the library profession for me: in the 
Cataloging course I learned about the systematic organization and retrieval of our materials; in the Integrated 
Library Systems course I learned about the technologies we use to run the business of the library; and in the 
Administration and Management course I learned about management responsibilities from budgeting to 
collection development.  My coursework has filled in the "why" of the "what" we do as a library, it also has helped 
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me identify the areas of librarianship in which I have the most interest, and I now see how my past work 
experience fits into library work.   
  
4. Do you have any recommendations for others who might be thinking about getting an MLS? 
  
A survey of job postings for the career you would like to have in libraries or information science - using the ALA 
Joblist, for example - can be a great guide for your professional development. Simply identify the skills and 
training required of the work you want to do and focus your development in those areas.  Consulting with senior 
staff and connecting with people that do the work you wish to do is also helpful. If an MLS is what you decide 
make sure to look only at ALA accredited institutions. 
  
When choosing a program, don't take my word for it! It has been my experience that MLS programs work to adapt 
to meet the ever-changing needs of the information science profession, and in doing so, change their programs to 
suit. WCFL staff who have completed their MLS with Clarion before me have had different requirements, and a 
colleague that started just one semester after me has different requirements. My advice is to explore MLS 
programs under the lens of your academic and professional goals, time, travel, and financial limitations. I would 
also seek the advice of senior library staff and other MLS graduates for different perspectives and tips on 
professional development through an MLS.    
  
 
Shannon’s Story 

1. 1. Why have you decided to pursue an MLS (Masters in Library Science)? 
 
I’ve spent many hours of my life in libraries - probably years if you added it all 
up - and that was before I ever started working in one. When I was little, my 
mom read to me constantly and our weekly trips to the C. Burr Artz library in 
Frederick were so exciting that she could barely drag me out once I was done 
collecting an enormous fresh stack of books for the next week. Eventually, I got 
my BA in English, primarily because I loved to read. It was the perfect degree 
for a bookworm like me, and four years spent reading and then talking about 

books made me the happiest girl on the planet.  
 
I always thought that I might enjoy working in a library but I turned my attention toward other pursuits after 
college: book editor, court transcriptionist, and a few unrelated jobs like working in a music store or at a 
veterinarian’s office. It was during a period of frustration with the tedium of transcription that I began browsing 
the classified ads in the newspaper in search of a new employment opportunity. I didn’t find anything interesting 
for a while but one day my mom spotted a part-time job listing for a library associate at the central library in 
Hagerstown. I came in and interviewed for the job and after a call-back, I was hired. Shortly after I began work, it 
quickly became clear that I was supposed to work in a library: I’d found my calling! 
 
After about four years, during which time I augmented my twenty-hour a week reference position with a second 
twenty-hour a week position in the Interlibrary Loan department, my supervisor, Elizabeth Hulett, encouraged me 
to pursue my MLS as it was quite apparent by this point that I wanted to stay in the library field.  
 

2. How did you choose the MLS program that you did? 
 
I looked into various programs (online, mostly, since I knew I would be working full time as well) but couldn’t 
seem to get a good start on applications and financial aid. After a year of hemming and hawing, Carrie Plymire 
happened to send me a notice about a scholarship that was being offered by University of Maryland for a new 
concentration: Information and Diverse Populations. It was for a full ride, all four years, and the concentration 
greatly appealed to me. The focus of the program was on being, “culturally aware information professionals who 

http://joblist.ala.org/
http://joblist.ala.org/


 

are prepared to work with populations that are diverse in terms of gender, ability, language, literacy, socio-
economic background, age, and other factors.” In my years at the library to that point I had grown especially fond 
of working with the more challenging patrons: the homeless, the mentally ill, the disabled, the unemployed. This 
program seemed like a perfect fit for me. Plus, if I was successful, there was a chance that I could get a full ride. 
 
I looked at the application again and realized that I only had NINE DAYS to complete the application, write an 
essay, get my undergraduate transcripts, and get three letters of recommendation. I went into overdrive! Carrie 
and Elizabeth came through for me with two of my three letters of recommendation, and the final letter came 
from a very kind former professor who made time to write and submit the last recommendation in a hurry. I had 
transcripts expedited, filled out the application in a flash, and wrote up my essay. I received my acceptance letter 
a month later. Hallelujah! I couldn’t believe that I had earned myself a $40,000 scholarship – I’ve never won a 
dime in my life! 
 
I hit a few snags like having to go through the Academic Common Market program in order to secure an in-state 
tuition rate (the scholarship didn’t cover out-of-state tuition costs) and coming to the realization I was NOT 
eligible to take classes online with this program and was required to take three classes per semester – a full-time 
load. 
 

3. What has your experience has been thus far? 
 
My biggest challenge was that I had no idea how I was going to work a full-time job and do full-time graduate 
work while commuting two hours each way to campus every time I had a class. So, with Elizabeth’s and 
administration’s help, we were able to figure out a way to incorporate my graduate responsibilities into my work 
responsibilities.  
 
After I cleared that hurdle, my experience thus far has been interesting. I find that I’m sort of an unusual student 
in my program. Most students in the program are either recent college graduates transitioning straight into their 
Master’s degree or they are career changers who are making a lateral shift from other fields like law or business. 
I’ve only met perhaps half a dozen individuals who have worked in libraries as their full-time job prior to joining 
the program. Many have had experience volunteering as shelvers or working as pages in their university libraries, 
but very few have any extensive public library experience. 
 
This creates an interesting scenario in classes sometimes as the degree requires some substantial reading into 
library theory leading to class discussions in which I feel valuable to my classmates due to the fact that I can inject 
some real-world experience into the conversation.  I find that the degree is very theory-heavy, with a few 
extremely practical courses thrown in. The reference course (which I took with AskUsNow’s Julie Strange), the 
public library seminar, the required business course, the computer course, and some of my diversity-focused 
courses have been very practical. 
 
I’ve had the good fortune to work on several projects that took me out of the theoretical realm, including a 
partnership with D. C. Public Library’s Adaptive Services Division, housed in the Martin Luther King, Jr., library. 
This project focused on creating a system for closed-captioning the library of videos MLK has collected from past 
presentations. This included actually completing captions for a three-hour long symposium on serving deaf 
populations in the library. We even designed a website that you can check out if you’re interested: 
http://lbsc622project4.wordpress.com/ 
 
Other projects included developing a proposal on the redesign of the Learning Commons area of McKeldin Library, 
the central library on campus, and a semester-long independent study that ended with a proposal for how to 
undertake a community needs assessment of Washington County residents. 
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The one benefit I was not expecting but was delighted to discover was that I have made far more connections in 
the Maryland library world than I ever thought I would, certainly more than I ever would have taking an online 
program from a university in a different state. The Maryland library community is a very small one, and I feel that, 
throughout the last year and a half of my education there, I’ve made invaluable networking inroads and built a 
web of individuals who will continue to be resources for me long after I graduate. It is, by far, one of the absolute 
most crucial things I’ve gained from attending a state school: the knowledge that I’ve firmly established a basis for 
myself in the library community upon which I can only grow. 
 

4. Do you have any recommendations for others who might be thinking about getting an MLS? 
 
For anyone considering undertaking the commute in order to attend UMD, I really recommend it, especially if 
you’re planning on staying in Maryland libraries. The program is fairly rigorous, I find, but not over the top. The 
professors have all been encouraging of discussion and sharing ideas in class and are willing to not be only 
teachers but mentors as well. 
 
In terms of advice for anyone deciding to get an MLS, I’ll try to give you a few Do’s and Don’ts I’ve learned along 
the way: 
 

 DO take any and every opportunity to introduce yourself to people in the field and make connections. 

 DO all of your reading assignments! You are only going to get as much out of this degree as you put into it, 
and it’s not like undergrad: your professors aren’t going to slap you on the knuckles with a ruler if you 
don’t do your assignments, so you have to self-motivate if you want to get the most out of it. 

 DO make friends with your classmates: they will be your colleagues some day! 

 DO keep an open communication with your professors. They really are there to help you. 

 DO keep an open mind about your concentration, if you have the option for one, and about the classes 
you take. You may discover a new passion after taking a class you wouldn’t have expected you would like. 

 DO try to get involved in as many practical projects as possible. Not only is it fun, but it’s an especially 
good learning experience for those of us who have already been working in libraries to do some hands-on 
stuff. 

 DO thank your administration if they’re supporting you in your efforts to get your degree! 

 

 DON’T attempt to work full time and go to school full time, especially if a commute is involved. It can be 
done, and it’s nice because you only have to attend for four semesters, but you’ll have gray hair by the 
time you’re done! 

 DON’T miss your classes. 

 DON’T put off projects until the last minute – papers are a lot longer in grad school and a lot more 
involved than they were in undergrad! 

 DON’T forget that this is a great opportunity. It’s easy to feel resentful when you’re busy, but it’s a short 
program and it gives you so much. 

 DON’T sweat the small stuff! It’s easy to get overwhelmed when you’re working and trying to get a 
degree. Let people help you when you’re struggling…you can pay them back when you’re finished or pay 
it forward to some other struggling grad student in the future. 

 
And I guess my best advice would be to enjoy it. I’ve always loved school but getting an MLS has been a 
particularly wonderful experience for me. It’s nice to be surrounded by like-minded people all working toward the 
same goal. I think I’ll actually miss it when I’m gone.  

 



 

Marilyn’s Story 

1.       Why did you decide to pursue an MLS (Masters in Library Science)? 

I started looking for full time work and quickly realized that the most interesting 
positions in the library world required a Master’s degree from an ALA accredited 
school. My paraprofessional experience was not a substitute for the educational 
requirement. I have always been intrigued by all aspects of information 
technology, and felt that the next step was to go back to school. I am an avid 
lifelong learner and thrive on learning new things. 

2.       How did you choose the MLS program that you did? 

My biggest concern was money, specifically the lack thereof. I didn’t want to move 
or have to leave my home so I limited my school search to ALA approved distance education programs that had 
the lowest tuition requirements. At that time, the least expensive schools were the University of Southern 
Connecticut and the University of Alabama. Kathleen O’Connell, the Assistant Director of WCFL, knew I was 
looking at schools and forwarded me a notice of a scholarship program at the University of Tennessee-Knoxville. 
The IMLS (Institute of Museum and Library Services) funded scholarship was to educate paraprofessionals in rural 
Appalachia in information technology. To my surprise I had a response to each of the application questions. I 
applied and was one of the scholarship recipients. The scholarship included full tuition, a laptop computer, and a 
book allowance. It was a distance education program, although I did travel to Knoxville for orientation (at my 
request) and to take the required comprehensive exam at the end of the program.  

3.       What was your experience like and what lasting effects have you encountered? 

The program was a perfect fit for me, the Hancock library, and the Hancock community. Each class, of which there 
were 14 (42 credit hours) required, were 100% relevant to my work. We would discuss a topic on Tuesday evening 
and I would find myself using the information at work on Wednesday. Class projects were tailored to the Hancock 
library and I feel I have improved library service to the Hancock community.  

One of the biggest, unexpected outcomes was the idea exchange with other librarians. The scholarship recipients 
were all paraprofessionals working in rural academic, public or special libraries. Each had so much to share. The 
program was intellectually stimulating and often required me to step out of my comfort zone. Unfortunately, a big 
frustration has been that many of the projects I developed and envisioned for the library have not been realized 
yet, for a variety of reasons. I am still working on several projects, but getting buy-in and support from various 
stakeholders is a slow process. 

4.       Do you have any recommendations for others who might be thinking about getting an MLS? 

 DON’T let lack of money be a deterrent - look for scholarships and grants. 

 DO consider distant-education programs. My program allowed me to interact synchronously with my 

professors and fellow students just as if I was in class but I didn’t have to drive anywhere. 

 DO network as much as possible! This is how you will further your career, especially after graduating from 

library school.  

 DO get involved in MLA (Maryland Library Association), ALA, and other professional organizations you 

come across.  
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