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At the same time that professional master's programs in fields like library and information science 
(LIS) are experiencing unprecedented growth, there are emerging pressures on master's education. In 
broad strokes, this paper identifies the major external and internal forces influencing professional mas. 
ter's education and, in tum, proposes a framework for avoiding potential pitfalls and seizing opportu
nities in positioning master's programs in library and information science for the foreseeable future. 
After examining four internal and five external forces affecting master's programs, the paper reviews 
and then critiques a trio of popular models for responding to these forces. The paper concludes by ad
vancing five courses-of-action aimed at helping LIS program faculty and administrators respond to the 
external and internal forces acting on their programs. 

There has never been a more exhilarat master's level in Canada as well as the 
ing-and challenging-time to be engaged United States, appears to be situated in an 
in master's-level education. Once referred enviable position at the dawn of the new 
to as either a "Ph.D. steppingstone" or a millennium. 
"consolation prize," the master's degree has Yet ironically, at the same time that 
gained . widespread acceptance among professional master's programs in such 
students, alumni, employers and, albeit fields as LIS are experiencing unprece
grudgingly in some instances, faculty. dented growth, there are emerging pres
Today, nearly one out of every four degrees sures on master's education. Current and 
in higher education is a master's degree and prospective students as well as employers 
nearly ninety percent are awarded in profes are demanding more and more of master's 
sional fields of study-a trend fueled in no programs and both the federal government 
small part by the rapid growth of continuing and state governments are reducing their 
professional education as well as market . financial commitment to master's educa
place demands for entry-level master's tion. Within universities, there are mount
educated students. Library and information ing pressures such as the need to accommo
science, a field at the vanguard in providing date students with diverse academic and 
entry-level professional training at the cultural backgrounds and pressures from 

central administrators imploring faculty to 
engage in more entrepreneurial behavior. 

This paper was the Keynote Presentation at the Associ All of this leaves professional master's 
ation for Library and Information Science Education 

programs-not least in LIS-in a precari(ALISE) Annual Conference, January 15-18, 2002. 

New Orleans. LA. ous position. On the heels of a period of 
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unprecedented growth, we face an unfamiliar 
landscape. 

It is tempting for many of us in higher 
education to blithely dismiss external and 
internal forces for change. After all, since 
the founding of Harvard College in 1636, 
our universities have long been largely self
defining and we have led a remarkably priv
ileged existence that has enabled us to shape 
our own destiny free from much outside 
interference. From our perspective, that 
period is rapidly coming to an end. Today, 
universities face unprecedented definition 
by outside forces and societal demands 
along with internal forces no less com
pelling. It is imperative that those of us 
invested in professional master's education 
recognize and adapt to these forces, in con
cert with the corresponding challenges and 
opportunities they present, by situating our 
master's programs within the terrain of the 
twenty-first century. 

The animating purpose of this paper 
is to advance a template for positioning 
master's programs in the field of LIS irt 
light of the major external and internal 
forces influencing professional master's 
education. To this end, the paper identifies 
the major external and internal forces 
influencing professional master's educa
tion and, within this context, proposes a 
framework for avoidmg potential pitfalls 
and seizing opportunities in positioning 
master's programs in library and informa
tion science. Accordingly, the paper is 
divided into three parts. First, weexarnine 
the major forces-ipcluding four external 
and five internal forces-operating on 
master's programs in this country. Second, 
we consider a trio of increasingly popular 
models in higher education for addressing 
these forces and suggest that while each of 
these models may appear promising each 

may tum out to· be anchored in pitfalls 
instead. Third, we advance five courses
of-action aimed at helping LIS program. 
faculty and administrators respond to the 
external and internal forces acting on their 
programs in order to avoid potential pit
falls and seize opportunities for success
fully navigating the contemporary and 
emerging landscape of professional mas
ter's education. In part, the paper has been 
shaped by the national study of master's 
education led by one of the authors of this 
paper that culminated in the book entitled 
A Silent Success.1 

Forces Shaping Master's 
Education Programs . 

External Forces 
Anchored in a contemporary landscape 
marked by rapid change and innovation, 
emerging demographic shifts and changing 
lifestyles are already beginning to signifi
cantly affect how we teach and learn in 
higher education. The 2000 census pro
jected that by 2025 people of color will rep
resent almost 40 percent of the U.S. 
population. At the present time, 83 percent 
of college and university students are out
side the traditional ages between the 18-22 
year old cohort, and that percentage is ex
pected to rise within the next few years. 2 

According to the University of California at 
Los Angeles (UCLA) Center for Communi
cation Policy, at least 50 percent of U.S. 
households own a personal computer and 
72 percent of Americans have some type of 
online access in their homes.3 Last year, 
over 18 percent of restaurant dining experi
ences were "drive-thru" and 38 percent of 
those meals were eaten in the car.4 Because 
they reflect fundamental changes in peo
ple's needs and expectations, such visible 
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Positioning Master's Programs in Library 
and Information Science: A Template for 

Avoiding Pitfalls and Seizing Opportunities 
in Light of Key External and Internal Forces 

Clifton F. Conrad and Kim Rapp-Hanretta 

At the same time that professional master's programs in fields lilce library and infonnation science 
(LIS) are experiencing unprecedented growth, there are emerging pressures on master's education. In 
broad slI'Okes. this paper identifies the major external and internal forces influencing professional mas
ter's education and, in turn, proposes II frameworK for aVoiding potential pitfalls and seizing opportu
nities in positioning master's programs in library and information science for the foreseeable future. 
After examining four internal and five external forces affecting master's programs, the paper reviews 
and then critiques a trio of popular models for responding to these forces. The paper concludes by ad
vancing five courses-of-action aimed at helping LIS program faculty and administrators respond to the 
external and internal forces acting on their progratnS. 

There has never been a more exhilarat master's level in Canada as well as the 
ing-and challenging-time to be engaged United States, appears to be situated in an 
in master's-level educatio~. Once referred enviable position at the dawn of the new 
to as either a "Ph.D. steppingstone" or a millennium. 
"consolation prize," the master's degree has Yet ironically, at the same time that 
gained widespread acceptance among professional master's programs in such 
students, alumni, employers and, albeit fields as US are experiencing unprece
grudgingly in some instances, faculty. dented growth, there are emerging pres
Today, nearly one out of every four degrees sures on master's education. Current and 
in higher education is a master's degree and prospective students as well as employers 
nearly ninety percent are awarded in profes are demanding more and more of master's 
sional fields of study-a trend fueled in no programs and both the federal government 
small part by the rapid growth ofcontinuing and state governments are reducing their 
professional education as well as market financial commitment to master's educa
place demands for entry-level master's tion. Within universities, there are mount
educated students. Library and information ing press~s such as the need to accommo
science, a field at the vanguard in providing date students with diverse academic and 
entry-level professional training at the cultural backgrounds and pressures from 

central administrators imploring faculty to 
engage in more entrepreneurial behavior.
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unprecedented growth. we face an unfamiliar 
landscape. 

It is tempting for many of us in higher 
education to blithely dismiss external and 
internal forces for change. After all, since 
th.e founding of Harvard College in 1636. 
our universities have long been largely self
defining and we have led a remarkably priv
ileged existence that has enabled us to shape 
our own destiny free from much outside 
interference. From our perspective, that 
period is rapidly coming to an end. Today, 
universities face unprecedented definition 
by outside forces and societal demands 
along with internal forces no less com
pelling. It is imperative that those of us 
invested in professional master's education 
recognize and adapt to these forces, in con· 
cert with the corresponding challenges and 
opportunities they present, by situating our 
master's programs within the terrain of the 
twenty-first century. 

The animating purpose of this paper 
is to advance a template for positioning 
master's programs in the field of LIS in 
light of the major external and internal 
forces influencing professional master's 
education. To this end. the paper identifies 
the major external and· internal forces 
influenCing professional master's educa
tion and, within this context, proposes a 
framework for avoiding potential pitfalis 
and seizing opportunities in positioning 
master's programs in library and informa
tion science. Accordingly, the paper is 
divided into three parts. First, we examine 
the major forces-including four external 
and five internal forces--operating on 
master's programs in this country. Second, 
we consider a trio of increasingly popular 
models in higher education for addressing 
these forces and suggest that while each of 
these models may appear promising each 

may turn out to be anchored in pitfalls 
instead. Third, we advance five courses
of-action aimed at helping LIS program 
faculty and administrators respond to the 
external and internal forces acting on their 
programs in order to avoid potential pit
falls and seize opportunities for success~ 
fully navigating the contemporary and 
emerging landscape of professional mas
. ter's education. In part, the paper bas been 
shaped by the national study of master's 
education led by one of the authors of this 
paper that culminated in the book entitled 
A Silent Success. 1 

Forces Shaping Master' $ 


Education Programs 


Extemal forces 
Anchored in a contemporary landscape 
marked by rapid change and innovation, 
emerging demographic shifts and changing 
lifestyles are already beginning to signifi
cantly affect how we teach and learn in 
higher education. The 2000 census pro
jected that by 2025 people of color will rep
resent almost 40 percent of the U.S. 
population. At the present time, 83 percent 
of college and university students are out
side the traditional ages between the 18-22 
year old cohort, and that percentage is ex
pected to rise within the next few years.2 

According to the University of California at 
Los Angeles (UCLA) Center for Communi
cation Policy, at least 50 percent of U.S. 
households own a personal computer and 
72 percent of Americans have some type of 
online access in their homes.) Last year, 
over 18 percent of restaurant dining experi
ences were "drive-thru" and 38 percent of 
those meals were eaten in the car.4 Because 
they reflect fundamental changes in peo
ple's needs and expectations. such visible 
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changes in our society-more diversity, 
more technological advancement, and 
faster-paced lifestyles-are already affect· 
ing colleges and universities. Students 
are demanding more from master's educa
tion: more access, more flexible programs, 
more relevance. To wit, the ever-increasing 
pace of their lives invites short, fixed degree 
programs that provide maximum benefits. 
There are many for-profit institutions ready 
to provide the full range of "customer serv- . 
ices" to students, and their numbers stand to 
continue to grow markedly if mainline uni
versities fail to Iive up to students' 
expectations. In addition to the new diver
sity .and demands of students, master's pro
grams are being reshaped by the diversity 
and demands of new information. As the 
amount of information generated by aca
demic, technological. and professional enter
prises continues to increase, students and em
ployers expect much of this material to be 
included in programs. This, coupled with 
students' preference for shorter program 
length and more convenience, is already sig
nificantly affecting programs. 

Another external force shaping profes
sional master's programs today is the 
changing expectations of employers and the 
new corporate culture. Today's employers 
increasingly expect students to leave the 
university prepared with the specialized 
skills and knowledge necessary'to join the 
workforce with minimal additional training. 
Once employed, students are expected to 
keep current by becoming continuous, life
long learners in their respective fields. This 
external force places a two-fold pressure on 
master's programs. The first is to create a 
strong but fluid and highly relevant pro
gram in which the currency of knowledge 
attained by learners will be self-evident 
based on when a student leaves the master's 
program and what that student intends to 
do with his or her degree. The second pres
sure related to employer expectations and 
corporate culture that programs face is an 
increase in demand for continuing educa
tion. Just as businesses now expect their 
employees to keep up with changes in their 

fields and changes in technology, they simi
larly expect professional master's programs 
to provide that requisite knowledge and 
training. Ifmaster's programs are willing to 
take on this responsibility, a looming increase 
in non-traditional, part-time enrollments will 
require the creation ofnew continuing educa
tion programs and courses as well as a 
restructuring of our delivery systems. All of 
this is further compounded by the fact that 
people now change careers from roughly 
three to seven times over the course of a 
lifetime. As people transition to different 
fields, they will increasingly look to the uni
versity to help them-through master's 
programs and continuing education offerings 
in general-make that transition. . 

Technology is another external force in
fluencing master's programs, especially 
those programs that are at the forefront of 
technology use and education in the univer
sity such as library and information science. 
Technological changes occur so quickly 
that a system implemented one term can 
now become obsolete the next. Still, tech
nology has become a basic tool in our 
everyday lives, both at work and in the 
home. Students and employers expect uni
versity programs to have the most recent 
hardware and software available, regardless 
of price. Our master's graduates are ex
pected to enter the workforce as leaders 
with the most up-to-date training available. 
The importance of technology in society 
and.in the workplace spills into university 
curricula, where programs often decide 
whether their role is one of training or 
educating. In addition to reflecting on the 
value of current technology to students' 
p~ofessional lives, programs must also 
contemplate the role of technology as it 
relates to teaching and learning. Many pro
grams have wholeheartedly embraced new 
technologies, creating program and course 
webpages. on-line courses, and distance 
education programs. While it is advanta
geous in a technologically-centered world 
to be as current as possible, many of these 
programs have responded with little fore
sight, uncritically embracing technology 

and' thereby endangering their reputation 
and financial security. 

The last external factor we identify here 
is changing patterns in educational financing. 
Many of our universities have been facing 
substantial financial pressures since the 
19808, with the percentage of state and 
federal revenues allotted to higher education 
institutions decreasing steadily. According to 
Reynolds: "Measured in constant 1997 dol
lars ... research grants increased from $9.8 
billion in 1975 to $16.2 billion in 1996. 
while all other direct federal support for 
institutions ofpostsecondary education (ex
clUding aid to students) dropped to the same 
amount ($16.2 billion) from $22 billion in 
1975.,,5 These trends affect master's pro
.grams in myriad ways. For one, if federal 
money comes earmarked for research, 
teaching and learning can suffer. The uni
versity is forced to stretch its financial 
resources further, and many programs may 
not receive yearly budget increases. Some 
may even see a decrease in the level of 
funding. and a number of smaller programs 
may be faced with the loss of their depart
mental identity'altogether. These financial 
limitations inhibit master's programs from 
implementing changes and innovations that 
can improve program quality and respon
siveness, especially in fields that rely heav
ily on new technologies and information. 
To be sure, with the downtum of govern

, ment funding has come an increase in the 
amount of corporate dollars available to 
universities. This new source of revenue, 
though desired and often actively sought 
after. must nonetheleSs' be welcomed with 
trepidation since these dollars may also 
undercut successful program enhancement. 
Although it is often necessary for profes
sional master's programs to have a rela
tionship with corporations and businesses 
in the communities their graduates will 
serve, the money offered by private corpo
rations can tempt programs to significantly. 
alter their curricula. When faced with a loss 
of funding, a program may opt to provide 
its stUdents with a compromised course of 
study that includes addressing the needs of 

"sponsoring" corporations rather than the 
needs offaculty and students. 

Internal Forces 
Five major internal forces are now begin
ning. to affect master's education: the 
changing nature of knowledge production 
and dissemination; the rise of the entrepre
neurial university; over-socialization of fac
ulty and students; shortage of qualified 
faculty; and intemal pressures to reorgan
ize. The first of these, the changing nature 
of knowledge production and dissemina~ 
tion. is in many ways a direct result of the 
external force of technological change. 
Still, it holds internal implications. For ex
ample, students today are more likely to 
search the Internet than a card catalog
even an electronic one-for the information 
they need for class or a project. University 
students, faculty. and staff are becoming 
more computer-savvy and expect instant 
access to information, including research
relevant materials and student records. 
Information is being shared and expanded 
on at a much quicker rate than it can be 
printed. The rate at which articles and 
books are written has increased, which 
means that libraries' budgets are being 
stretched, and alternate means ofpublishing 
such as electronic journals are being rapidly 
developed. Each day more information 
becomes available that must be made avail
able on our campuses. Students and schol
ars can no longer simply tum to a book in 
the library for up-to-date information, and 
master's programs must find ways to fit this 
explosion of knowledge and the responsible 
use of it into their curricula 

Budget cuts and shrinking student popu
lations have given rise to the entrepreneur
ial university-another major internal force 
affecting master's programs. All branches 
of the university are now encouraged to 
generate income, either by procuring re
search grants or through the sale of goods 
and services. This new ethos of "profit or 
perish" has, in significant ways, changed 
the profile of the university from a commu
nity of scholars to more like that of an outlet 
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mall. The internally-supported transition 
from a publicly subsidized university to a 
self-sustaining multiversity-at least in the 
public sector-has threatened the self
image of many post-secondary institutions 
and has contributed to the pernicious notion 
that colleges and universities must be all 
things to all people. 

Another internal force that is greatly 
shaping master's programs today concerns 
the socialization of new faculty and students. 
Although new students and faculty are often 
brought into a department because of the 
diversity in thought they exhibit, the struc
ture of our professional communications and 
rewards systems are often so rigid that these 
"bright lights" quickly become like those 
surrounding them-highly over-socialized, 
lonely specialists-or they leave. This cul
ture leaves master's programs with little 
opportunity for renewed vitality or creativity. 
Ideas that may sound intriguing and poten
tially beneficial to the long-term health of the 
program quickly become mere pipe dreams 
in an over-socialized environment. 

The current shortage ofqualified faculty is 
related to the problem of over.socialization, 
but it is also a separate internal force pushing 
master's programs to re-think the current fac
Ulty make-up and needs of their departments. 
In the face ofsevere shortages, programs may 
need to hire part-time adjunct instructors, 
including local practitioners. Ph.D.s from a 
variety of other fields may now be invited to 
teach courses within what may have once 
been considered a specialized field; the teach
ing loads of full-time faculty may have to be 
increased in some departments, leaving little 
time or resources for research; and current 
students may be groomed for academic 
careers in order to cope with the high number 
of current openings in certain fields. 

Finally, university-wide pressure to reor
ganize can also affect master's degree pro
grams. hnpending forced mergers of schools 
or departments, or calls to eliminate program 
duplication threaten the independence, and 
indeed the existence, of master's programs 
that are part of those targeted schools or 
departments. Programs that find themselves 

., I 

in this risky position may become staunch 
supporters of the status quo, refusing to re
linquish the little autonomy they have, or 
they may be driven to create new partner
ships and find new ways of sharing resources 
with other departments. 

Potential Pitfalls: Three Models of 

Change and Innovation in 


Master's Programs 


Individually and collectively, the forces 
identified above invite--even require
those of us invested in master's education to 
consider serious reevaluation of our pro
grams if we are to maintain, much less 
enhance, our positions in such a turbulent 
environment. Drawing on the lessons of 
programs in similar circumstances as well 
as our own observations on a wide range of 
changes and innovations currently taking 
place in master's education, it seems likely 
that faculty and administrators in LIS will 
give consideration to three alternative mod· 
els of change and innovation: virtual pro
grams, corporate training programs, and 
service station programs. On the grounds 
that each of these appears attractive but is 
fraught with potential pitfalls, we briefly 
examine each model-including its pro
claimed benefits-and then suggest its lim
itations as a strategy for addressing the 
external and internal forces "influencing 
master's programs in library and informa
tion science. 

Virtual Master's Programs 
In fields from education to business and en
gineering-and in private institutions as well 
as public universities-programs from 
throughout the nation are turning, albeit in 
varying degrees, to a "virtual program" 
model. Notwithstanding the considerable 
variation in these programs, these programs 
are centered around the twin axes of high
technology and convenience of course 
delivery. Compared to traditional on-campus 
delivery at designated times and places, 
students in these program are often attracted 
to the flexibility of the programs-flexibility 

that enables students to tailor programs 
around their personal and professional lives. 
And faculty, too, can benefit in myriad 
ways-from using technology to exert more 
control over their own lives to using tech
nology in ways that enable them to interact 
more effectively with students in innovative 
pedagogical ways. Although the jury still 
remains out, there are observers of the 
higher leaming who suggest that, over time, 
"virtual programs"-in comparison to tradi
tional programs-may experience consider
al?le savings in expenditures through relying 
extensively on technology rather than human 
capital. 

Notwithstanding these putative benefits, 
we are strongly persuaded that the path of a 
''virtual master's program" is fraught with 
potentially grave dangers. For one, the costs 
of implementing such programs can be con
siderable. For example, new staff are often 
required to set-up and sustain computer 
technology as well as train and support fac
Ulty in its advanced uses. Moreover, tech
nology is expensive and, because upgrades 
are regularly needed, costs are not fixed but 
remain subject to change. For another, cur
rent faculty are often ill-prepared to adapt to 
fundamentally new ways of teaching and 
learning. For still another, the confluence of 
major entrepreneurial initiatives iIi the for
profit sector at the master's level-from 
Bob Jones University to the University of 
Phoenix---ensure that competition will be 
fierce among those institutions anchoring 
their programs in "digital technology." 
Already many master's programs are 
suffering losses in the Social Darwinist 
competition for students in the fields of 
business and education. Still, the entrepre
neurial successes of some of the new 
"virtual programs" make it seem likely 
that an increasing number of master's pro
grams in fields such as library and infor
mation science-witness the innovative 
distance programs established at Syracuse 
University and the University of South 
Carolina-will be introduced. Selective 
use of technology is one thing; sweeping 
technological reform of master's programs 

is quite another. On balance, we would 
urge on the side of caution rather than 
falling prey to the intoxicating presence of 
high-technology. 

Corporate Training Programs 
In response to changing employer expecta
tions and a new, ubiquitous corporate cul
ture, programs may also be tempted to 
adopt the corporate training model. This 
model revolves around the current needs
and dollars-of business and industry. The 
leap from a traditional to a corporate model 
is often not so far, as many corporations 
already have a strong presence on campus, 
from athletics suppliers to book publishers 
to research supporters, and the rewards of 
those involved with these newcomers can 
seem plentiful. In addition, most universi
ties" are already encouraging individual 
programs to be entrepreneurial in their 
everyday activities of administering, teach
ing, and learning. At first glance, then, 
teaming with business and industry can 
seem a wise choice, especially for profes
sional programs. Dollars lost from the uni
versity'S central administration can be made 
up by grants and other means of support 
from corporations, and graduates will be 
assured the most up-to-date training in their 
fields and an eager market for their skills. 
Even faculty may witness increased oppor
tunities to benefit from such an arrangement 
through expansion of their own knowledge 
and training, funding for their research proj
ects, and speaking engagements. 

The benefits of this model seem consid
erable-for example, the partnership of 
universities and businesses on some cam
puses has seen buildings for executive edu
cation spring up practically overnight. But 
again, this is a road-we are convinced
that is in most cases best traveled by some
one else. While the visible short-term bene
fits are appealing, the potential pitfalls for 
future restrictions on programs that adopt 
this model are looming, especially in regard 
to smaller programs such as many of those 
in library and information science. As a pro
gram adopts the corporate training model, it 
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may find that the impact of having the bulk 
of its funds come direc.tly from business and 
industry may be that the corporation can 
essentially dictate-if not through direct 
control, than through what Wolff terms 
"carrots,'6-how its program will carry out 
its mission of teaching and learning. In
creasing reliance on outside funds will 
make a program appear "self-sufficient" to 
the university and may lead to a decrease of 
university dollars, thereby forcing the pro
gram to become ever more reliant on the 
corporate model. It is not only simply dan
gerous to rely heavily on the livelihoOd, 
integrity, and goodwill of corporations; it 
can be an affront to our own distinctive con
tributions to society and institutional 
strengths. We must continue to recognize 
that the strength of the professional mas
ter's program lies in our ability to critique 
and improve upon current systems and 
processes already in place. Without our 
current ability to stand above the fray, we 
will lose our positions of autonomous, 
respected programs in the service of our 
students and professional communities. Al
though we appreciate that some partnering 
between businesses and professional mas
ter's programs can be desirable and, in 
some instances. may even be necessary, we 
would also suggest that a wholehearted em
brace of the corporate training model will 
ensure that the needs and values of the cor
poration can easily become predominant in 
our curricula. 

Service Station Programs 
This model was applied to the university as 
early as 1930 by Abraham Flemer, and was 
later revived and refined by Clark Kerr in 
his discussion of "the multiversity" in The 
Uses of the University.' Within the context 
of professional master's programs, this 
model suggests that the incorporation and 
coordination of a variety of activities aimed 
at pleasing any number of constituents is 
the preferred course in an ever-changing 
world. The appeal of adopting the service 
station model is considerable, and not least 
bec~use many of our programs are already 
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adhering to this model in some way by 
trying to please students, faculty, staff, em
ployers, and the general public through the 
adoption of new courses, certificate pro
grams. and outreach activities. The widely
accepted mantra to be indispensable in a time 
of increased cutbacks and accountability is 
understandable, as is the attempt to anticipate 
and then address the needs of constituents 
who live in a fast-paced and service-oriented 
world 

From our perspective, being all things to 
all people is probably not the way to survIve 
the myriad external and internal forces 
making demands of master's programs. 
Instead of securing professional master's 
programs a place of leadership in the 21st 
century, the service station model will most 
likely water-down programs, filling them 
with overextended and unresponsive fac
ulty and ambivalent, "dabbling" students. 
While responding to constituents and 
becoming a center for change and innova
tion are admirable qualities in a master's 
program, we advise that the service station 
model be avoided. Instead, we suggest that 
internal reflections on outside needs fol
lowed by conscientious decision-making 
is a much more useful approach for navigat
ing major internal and external forces influ
encing master's education. 

Courses-of..Action for Positioning 

LIS Master's Programs 


In light of the external and intemal forces act
ing on master's programs and mindful of the 
limitations of popular models of change and 
innovation, we conclude by advancing five 
courses-of-action aimed at positioning LIS 
master's programs to avoid pitfalls and seize 
opportunities for the foreseeable future. We 
briefly outline each course-of-action and in
dicate how it might contribute to positioning 
master's programs. . 

Know Thyself: Forge a Programmatic Identity 
As a beginning point. we think it imperative 
that everyone invested 

, programs seriously conjoin the question of 
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identity. At the field level, that would mean 
reaching consensus on the mission and 
programmatic identity of LIS. From our per
spective, the Kellogg-ALISB Information 
Professions and Education Reform Project 
(KALIPER) made a meaningful stride in that 
regard in the report it published in early 2000. 
Most significantly, the report suggested that 
"LIS schools proclaim their domain as cover· 
ing cognitive and social aspects ofhow infor
mation and information systems are created, 
organized, managed, filtered, disseminated, 
routed, retrieved, accessed, used, and evalu
ated."s While we are persuaded that this defi
nition could serve as a useful starting point 
for advancing the identity of the field, the 
KALIPBR report seems to fall markedly 
short ofgiving full expression to this underly
ing sentiment-instead retreating into a 
diffuse and amorphous "user-centered" per
spective that suggests that the "user" is the 
one aspect of the field that ensures it distinc
tiveness. While serving "users" or "clients" is 
surely a part of defining programmatic iden
tity, forging an identity anchored in defining 
the "character" of the program-its purpose 
and aims and· programmatic identity rather 
than simply who it serves-is critically 
important. In particular, the field of LIS 
needs to address such key questions as: What 
is our history and what part of that history do 
we want to carry into the new century and 
what part, if any, has become obsolete? What 
should be the "heart.and soul" of our pro
grams beyond our clientele? Within the con
text of greater programmatic identity across 
the field, individual programs will then be 
better positioned to address the specific 
goals and objectives in their LIS programs 
as well as such subsidiary questions as 
"who"-libraries, users of knowledge and 
information, our profession-should be . 
served? As a point of departure, we would 
suggest that LIS qua field retain a major fo. 
cus on librarianship-if you will, the tradi
tional mooring for the field-while at the 
same time anchoring the field in preparing 
graduates with the knowledge and skills 
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Given the absence. of a clear and com
pelling programmatic identity for LIS at the 
master's level, it is small wonder that individ
ual programs are tempted to be "all things to 
all people." And no less telling, that individual 
programs seem to be moving in different di
rections. To wit, some programs are currently 
reaching out to make programmatic connec
tions with non-traditional field partners such 
as computer science. engineering, psychol
ogy, and women's studies, while others-at 
most-are .reaching out to such conventional 
partners as history and education. While inter
disciplinary connections merit serious consid
eration, we would strongly suggest that-as a 
matter of First Principle-LIS programs con
solidate their identities before uncritically em
bracing new interdisciplinary relationships. 
Without such consolidation, we fear that pro
grams will be adopted by other fields or, at the 
least, unwittingly suffer from the limitations 
of "corporate training" and "service station" 
models. LIS, as a field and within many 
individual programs, clearly needs to forge a 
much clearer identity if it is to survive the 
external and internal forces of the coming 
century. 

Embrace Change and Innovation in 
AHgnment with Programmatic Identity 
From specific courses to the entire curricu
lum, the last several years have seen consid
erable change and innovation within 
selected master's programs.in library and 
information science. At the course level, for 
example, some programs have introduced 
new courses that go beyond traditional 
settings-such as the University of North 
Carolina-Chapel Hill's innovative courses 
entitled "Web Databases" and "Information 
Security." Other programs have transformed 
traditional core courses, such as the Univer
sity of Toronto's cataloging course, which 
has been reconceptualized into a new course 
called "Representing, Orgaruzing, and Stor
ing Information." And perhaps most signifi
cantly, a number of programs have begun to 
hire faculty in joint positions who represent 
a wide range of disciplines ranging from art 
and design to electrical engineering and 
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computer science. For example, the Univer upon completion of their studies. But today, 
sity of Michigan anq the University of Cali students and employers are demanding that 
fornia-Berkeley, as well as the University we develop programs that provide meaning
of Puerto Rico. have all embraced multidis ful learning experiences for students that 
ciplinary faculty hiring. To be sure, other have significant effects on their learning 
programs seem to have eschewed significant both in the short and the long-run. 
change and innovation, preferring instead to Rather than defining high-quality pro
maintain their traditional commitments to grams in terms of inputs, we propose that 
conventional notions of librarianship. . high-quality programs-in LIS and in other 

the considerable amount of change and fields as well-be defined as those pro
innovation in library and information sci grams that provide enriching learning expe

ence signals a field that is responsive to riences that positively affect students' 

many of the emerging pressures of the new growth and development. In Emblems of 

century. Certainly joint faculty appoint Quality, Hawo1'th, and the first author of this 

ments suggest a creativity in that such paper used this definition and developed an 

appointments at once address faculty short "engagement theory of quality" that was 

ages in the field and concurrently infuse the anchored in seventeen attributes of high

field with new and potentially exciting per quality master's programs. Based on our 

spectives-not to mention the changing research, we identified a range of practices 

face of knowledge production and dissemi within the "black box" of master's pro

nation in library and information science. grams that promote student engagement, 

From our perspective, the movement including: 

toward interdisciplinarity is one of the sig
 • The recruitment and retention of diverse 
nature features and genuinely meaningful and engaged faculty who infuse diverse 
developments in LIS. Notwithstanding scholarly and experiential points of view
these changes, and innovations, some of into their teaching and who are strongly
them appear to be scattered in many differ committed to student learning.
ent directions-both across the field writ • The creation of participatory learning en
large as well as within programs. As such, vironments in which students are chal
they can pose a major threat, individually lenged and supported to take risks in their 
and collectively, to field and programmatic learning.
identity. Carried to excess, they could un .• The use of interactive teaching and learn
wittingly lead to a service station model of ing strategies, including critical dialogue,
master's education. To maintain a program integrative learning, mentoring, and coop
matic identity, it is critical that changes and erative peer learning-all ofwhich actively
innovations be aligned with the ethos and involve students in contributing to their 
animating purposes of that identity. own and others'leaming. 

• Connected curricular requirements, in
Re-Conceptuali:r.:e High..Quality Programs cluding the completion of a professional
and Related Practices residency-such as a practicum, intern
Traditionally in higher education, program ship, or assistantship-and a tangible 
quality has been conceptualized in terms of product, such as a thesis or project.9 

"inputs:" good faculty, good students, and 
good resources "naturally" will lead to a We also found that engagement needs to 
high-quality program. For the most part, this go beyond faculty-student relationships and 
has been a convenient definition, for it has the formal curriculum. Particularly at the 
enabled us to deflect questions about what master's level-where master's degrees in 
goes on inside of our programs-the so fields such as LIS are or should be closely 
called "educational black box"-and what linked to the non-university workplace
graduates of our programs can actually do engagement between master's programs 
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and their graduates is critical. In our re institutional administrators. In the coming 
search on master's programs, we identified years, we foresee that assessment will no 
one approach to community engagement longer be a mere optional activity but instead 
that we found especially compelling in will be one virtually required of programs. 
terms of student learning and development: As we see it, students and employers will be 
a collaborative approach to engagement. In attracted to those programs that clearly 
this approach, faculty and administrators demonstrate and communicate the value 
view their master's programs as being of they add to their graduates, and institutional 
the region or community of which they are administrators will fuel accountability by de
a part. 10 Unlike many of their colleagues in manding such evidence in making resource 
other master's programs, faculty regularly allocations among competing priorities on 
see their programs and the communities their campuses. 
they serve in interdependent terms, actively To be sure, some programs are involved in 
seeking to work the interface between acad assessment at the master's level and we sus
eme and the workplace by participating pect that LIS programs are ahead ofprograms 
in joint research ventures, collaborative in many other fields. But most assessments in 
partnerships, and educational eXChanges. higher education are less focused on what 
Faculty in these programs seldom see graduates are learning, much less on the ways 
knowledge as "theoretical" or "applied," in which programs are contributing to those 
preferring instead to emphasize to their stu learning outcomes. In the highly-competitive 
aents the interrelatedness of knowledge, marketplaces of today and tomorrow, where a 
research, and practice.II In Schon's terms, premium is placed on graduates who are 
faculty in this set of programs design cur highly-skilled and who are either being sup
ricula and learning experiences that prepare ported financially by employers or are paying 
their graduates as reflective practitioners out-of-pocket for master's degrees, both 
within their respective professions.12 students and employers are asking probing 

In short, we suggest that engagement questions about the "value" and "outcomes" 
of learners and their learning environments, of master's programs. 
both in and outside of the university-is an We strongly urge LIS master's programs 
important touchstone that should be given to embrace systematic approaches to ongoing 
consideration by faculty, administrators, and assessment-with particular emphasis on 
students, and other key stakeholders, in re student learning outcomes. We find helpful 
conceptualizing high-quality and, in turn, Angelo's definition of a systematic assess
giving it expression. Not least significant, ment program: one that provides an "ongoing 
we anticipate that students will continue to process aimed at understanding and improv
press for more active forms of learning and ing student learning ... [that] involves making 
engagement. Moreover, employers can be our expectations explicit and public; setting 
expected to press for more collaborative appropriate criteria and high standards for 
approaches that are anchored in bridges that learning; systematically gathering, analyzing, 
better connect programs with the problems and interpreting evidence to determine how 
and realities that define professional practice well performance matches those expectations 
in the non-university workplace. and standards; and using the resulting infor

mation to document, explain, and improve 
Incorporate Assessment Into Program performance.,,13 
Design: Document Student Learning Developing new measures, or indicators, 
Consonant with our predicted emphasis on of quality in master's programs is critical, 
engagement, we expect that there will be we believe, for those involved in master's 
increasing demands placed on faculty and programs in library and information sci
administrators to document the value of ence. Especially if we are to define high
master's degrees to students, employers, and quality programs in ways that embrace a 
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collaborative approach to engagement that 
results in student learping outcomes, current 
indicators will no longer suffice. Mter, all, 
traditional assessments almost always focus 
on program inputs and rarely on student 
learning experiences much less learning out
comes-at least beyond graduation and 
placement rates. Some of our own research, 
as discussed in Emblems of Quality in 
Higher Education, provides such a set of 
qUality indicators that might be a useful point 
of departure for assessing master's frograIns 
in library and information science. l 

Ensure a Community both Fiercely 
Intellectual and Sacred 
Many external and internal forces, as well 
as the three emerging models we described 
above, have unwittingly caused the uni
versity to move from being host to a com
munity of scholars to architect of a horne 
for often lonely and isolated specialists. 
This loss of community has been felt 
throughout the university in recent years, 
and it seems to us that programs in LIS, as 
well as in other fields, must take seriously 
the notion of developing a robust intellec
tual community within their own pro
grams. as well as provide a sacred space 
for that community to grow. As a mini
mum. an intellectual community should 
boast several demanding, but ultimately 
rewarding. attributes. The first is simply to 
have a space in which the community of 
truth is practiced. In this space, the subject 
rather than the instructor is central. Truth
seeking in this space is motivated by a 
genuine interest in the subject by all par
ticipants. great care and enthusiasm for the 
subject-especially on the part of the in
structor-and an expectation of rigorous 
debate and analysis from all. To ensure 
that it is a sacred place, integrity and re
spect for all participants as well as for the 
subject being studied must be present. An 
intellectual community must also encour
age interdisciplinarity and cross-discipli. 
nary perspectives. Limiting ourselves 
solely to the interpretive and analytic 
lenses of our own field constrains both our 

understanding and sense of wonder of the 
subject. Closely aligned with this attribute 
is the next: an intellectual community 
,should be "dimensionless," encouraging 
conversation among and between teachers 
and students-including those of the past 
that are encountered through books and 
other materials and those of the present 
that are outside the walls of academe, such 
as practitioners. This seems especially per
tinent in a field such as LIS where practi
tioners and faculty are so closely aligned. 
To move beyond the antiquated division 
between theory and practice, and to allow 
our work to encompass and address both, 
is essential in an intellectual community. 
Similarly, a true "dimensionless" commu
nity must break down barriers between 
teachers and learners and invite the teach
ing and learning into a seamless web in 
which what is being shared is infinitely 
more important than who is sharing it. 

From rising costs, political pressures, and 
public scrutiny to the influx of part-time and 
nontraditional students to the emphasis on 
highly-specialized research and the growing 
entrepreneurialism among faculty, the pres
sures cunently acting on master's programs 
threaten to erode all sense of community iIi 
many programs. It is our beliefthat. building a 
genuine community within our programs-a 
community that is at once intellectual and 
sacred-will help protect both our program
matic identities and our financial and intellec
tual capital. We have learned that there are US 
master's programs that exhibit the primary at· 
tributes of such a community-at least one of 
them: this program. which one of us has been 
able to observe as a participant-observer over 
the last six years, happens to be housed in the 
School of Library and Information Studies at 
the University of WISConsin-Madison. Under 
the leadership of a committed faculty, en
gaged students, and a talented chair of the de
partment. this program has been carved out 
and sustained such that at its epicenter is a 
community that seems to be at once fiercely 
intellectual and a sacred place. It is a model
doubtless there are other US models as 
well-of how thoughtful and passionate and " 

disciplined faculty and students can go 
about creating a genuinely intellectual 
community. 

A Concluding Note 

The major forces. external and internal, 
affecting master's education require a re
sponse from faculty and administrators in 
master's programs in library science. Con
sonant with describing these forces, we have 
critiqued alternative models and proposed 
five courses-of-action. In advancing a tem
plate for positioning master's programs in 
library and information science, we invite 
the responses of LIS members in light of 
your field·specific knowledge and experi
ence as part of a continuing conversation. 

In closing. we take the liberty of empha
sizing the salience of master's degrees to 
higher education in general-and library and 
information science in particular. Within the 
last several decades, the master's degree, 
more than any other level of education, has 
been responsive to changes in the nature of 
knowledge, work, and the economy by pro
viding educational experiences that have at 
once addressed the needs of the professori
ate, professionals in the field, and employers. 
Yet, even at this juncture, the success of the 
master's degree continues to be, at best, 
"a silent success" within academe. We con
tinue to believe, as The Washington Post 
mentioned in a lead editorial on A Silent Suc
cess, that the master's is "academe's secret 
weapon."u The challenge in library and in
formation science is to at once build on and 
extend the solid foundation that you have 
already developed. 
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