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Preface

Seven years. Not such a long span of time in the context of history. What can happen in seven years? Well, let’s get some perspective. In seven years, my middle son went from infancy to being a very vocal second grader with a mind of his own. Wow, that happened fast. There’s more: our family sold our old house, bought a new one, moved in, and had a third baby! In addition, I went from being a technical services librarian to being the assistant director for information services (in the same library). Okay, so a lot can happen in seven years.

What if we’re talking about technology? How “long” is seven years in that context? Well, it’s almost as if we’re discussing dog years. These days, one year can seem like the equivalent of an era in terms of technological development. Let’s do that perspective thing again. Think back: seven years ago, did you know what “BFF” meant? Did you have a Facebook or LinkedIn page? Did you have a talking GPS in your car? Did you imagine that your cell phone would ever do anything more than make and receive phone calls? Did you have an e-reader? Had you ever heard of Second Life or Twitter? Did you envision 3-D technology in your television? There could be hundreds more questions like these, and most likely your answer to all of them would be “no.”

Seven years, then, technology-wise, is a long time. Now let’s look at the profession of librarianship. Have the technological advances of the past seven years affected how we work, how we interact, how we live our professional lives? Absolutely! In amazing, unbelievable ways.

Working in the Virtual Stacks: The New Library and Information Science is a sequel to Straight from the Stacks: A Firsthand Guide to Careers in Library and Information Science, which was published in 2003. Though the first book featured interviews of some very tech-savvy folks, there was little mention of “social networking” or “embedded librarians” or “mobile devices.” Today, there are librarians “out there” whose entire jobs revolve around such concepts! So much has changed. A librarian’s job is more flexible than ever thanks to technology. Libraries themselves have gone through physical changes—some don’t even have true “stacks” anymore and have gone completely virtual. Because of this, I saw a real need to produce a sequel to Straight from the Stacks that would illustrate how changes in technology have affected the work of librarians and the vision of libraries. Hence the title change with the addition of the word Virtual.

While on the one hand so much has changed, on the other, not much has changed. I am referring to the dismal fact that very few librarians seek out librarianship as a first career choice. This was the case in 2003, and it is still the case today. I have met many librarians throughout my career, and a common theme that crops up in conversation is the idea of the “accidental librarian”—those who stumble upon librarianship by accident (or fate!). As was the case in the first book, the librarians in this sequel either pursued librarianship as a second career or came across the possibility while looking for work in other areas. Many worked for years as student library assistants or library aides, until it occurred to them to make a career out of library work. Not one said as a child, “I want to grow up to be a librarian.” This has always bothered me about my profession (even though I’m no exception, as I started out wanting to be a Spanish teacher). I do think, however, that this phenomenon is changing, but slowly. Librarians are taking a more active part in shaping the digital age; we are becoming more visible; we are reaching farther into academic and public communities; we are doing a good job adapting to change and making ourselves indispensable. So there is hope that our profession will soon rank right up there with “I want to be a firefighter when I grow up.” Meanwhile, those of us in the field must do our part to help with recruitment by being more vocal about our fantastic profession. This book is my fulfillment of that charge.

The organization of this sequel is very different from the first book. Thirty-four interviews of librarians are arranged into broad categories reflecting librarianship roles. While Straight from the Stacks was organized by traditional library type (public libraries, academic libraries, special libraries, etc.), Working in the Virtual Stacks uses emerging roles as categories. The boundaries of library positions have somewhat dissolved—thanks in part to technology—so that it is no longer practical to discuss the profession in terms of traditional library type. To illustrate, a web services librarian can likely be found in a public library, a special library, an academic library, a corporate library, and in online businesses like Amazon.com.

This book, then, is divided into five chapters: Librarians as Subject Specialists, Librarians as Technology Gurus and Social Networkers, Librarians as Teachers and Community Liaisons, Librarians as Entrepreneurs, and Librarians as Administrators. The thirty-four interviews place spotlights on librarians from all over the country in all types of positions and reflect decades of collective professional experience. Most of these information professionals (as some like to be called) have had the unique experience of being witness to the birth and growth of the Internet, the explosion of social software, and the incredible expansion of the digital age. They have had firsthand experience of how technology has shaped libraries and affected the careers of librarians.

I will stress that this is by no means a comprehensive list of possible careers in librarianship. There are literally hundreds—thousands?—of possibilities out there for librarians, especially those proficient in technology and those who easily adapt to change. A comprehensive list would be impossible. It is my hope, though, that this book and its sampling of career possibilities will inspire two groups of people: those considering librarianship as a career and those considering a mid-career change. To those thinking about enrolling in library school, I hope you find sufficient excitement and intrigue in the text that follows. To those considering a change in librarianship positions, I hope you find your niche in the field; there is one for you, I promise!

I am once again in awe of the generosity of spirit that permeates those in the field of librarianship. The librarians featured in this book were eager to share their experiences—the good and the bad—with readers. I am a fan of each one of them, and I am proud to be associated with such an inspiring group of professionals.

To those of you reading this book, remember that a lot can happen in seven years—or five years or ten years. You never know where this profession might lead. Maybe you will be featured in the next sequel!
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Chapter 1

Librarians as Subject Specialists

Librarians have served as subject specialists throughout history. The concept is not a new one. Some of the most famous and influential librarians in history were proprietors of specialized collections of materials. Eratosthenes of Cyrene, the chief librarian of the great Library of Alexandria around 255 BC, could easily have been called a “subject specialist of classical antiquity.”1 As far back as the Renaissance, universities had learned librarians who were scholars in law, literature, or theology.2 Saint Lawrence, patron saint of librarians and archivists, was a “subject specialist” of Christian treasures and documents, a job for which he was put to death by the Romans in AD 245.3

If “librarians as subject specialists” is associated with traditional, old-fashioned librarianship, why is it the first chapter in this book? “Why should I be interested?” you might ask. “Do we even need librarians as subject specialists anymore? I mean, I could just pick a subject and run a web search, right?”

Well, let’s try something. Log into your web browser and run a simple query in the search engine of your choice. How many hits did you get? How much was junk? How much was legitimate, helpful information? A better question: just how long did you spend sifting through websites and following endless links before you felt that you had done sufficient “research”? Because it is so easy these days to access information, people are quick to jump to the conclusion that “subject specialists” and “information experts” are no longer needed. There is a term for this phenomenon, and it’s called “disintermediation.” (An aside: I just did a web search on “disintermediation” and spent six precious minutes browsing definitions and never found a good one related to librarianship.) This term—which basically means the elimination of the “middleman,” that is, the librarian—recognizes that the Web appears to make an amazing range of information easily available to even the novice searcher. The friendly interface of the web browser, coupled with the power of search engines, creates the illusion of instant access to reliable data. However, while regular users of the Internet recognize the power of the Web, they are also aware of the limitations of current search engines, as well as the often inferior quality of the information retrieved. Librarians—or information professionals—are needed now more than ever to separate the “wheat from the chaff”—to systematically evaluate information in order to keep the good and eliminate the bad.

When dealing with subject-specific information, a librarian who is an “expert” in a particular field is invaluable. Would you trust information you find on the Web about health or law without first making sure the source is reliable and trustworthy? How would you know that, if you didn’t have any experience with medicine or law? Could you sit down and run an effective search in a medical database without receiving any training? How could you be sure that you are using the correct terminology and that you’ve found all relevant database entries?

Librarians who are subject specialists have deep knowledge of a subject area, know the experts in the field, and are intimately familiar with their library’s print and electronic collections. They also have an understanding of how information is organized and disseminated within a particular discipline, as well as how the information is retrieved and used by people who are active in the field.

There is no limit to career possibilities for librarians with subject-specific training. Whether you have a background or an interest in medicine, law, computer science, engineering, business, or astronomy, you have an advantage. Coupled with your advanced library degree, your subject-specific knowledge can open many doors of opportunity in librarianship.

Environments

Until recently, the majority of subject specialists were considered “special librarians” who worked in “special libraries.” Traditionally, these were medical, law, or corporate libraries. The Special Libraries Association (SLA), founded in 1909 as an organization catering to the professional needs of special librarians, no longer uses the term special librarian on its promotional materials. Instead, it has adopted the term information professional, which is defined as someone who strategically uses information in his or her job to advance the mission of an organization.4 The term information professional is much broader in scope and illustrates that the boundaries of special librarianship have been erased.

Today, librarians with subject-specific expertise can be found in virtually any environment or organization, from academic institutions to government agencies to private corporations. Their place of work can be called libraries, information centers, competitive intelligence units, intranet departments, knowledge resource centers, or content management units. Though traditional “special libraries” still exist—law libraries, medical libraries, and corporate libraries—the subject specialists of today can be found anywhere.

Responsibilities

The days of sitting for hours at the reference desk, waiting for patrons to approach with questions, are long gone. This stereotype, while appropriate for subject librarians ten or more years ago, is no longer even slightly accurate. Subject experts are faced with the challenge of “doing more with less” due to technological developments as well as changes in organizational structure. For example, in an academic library setting, subject specialists are increasingly responsible for liaison activities with specific patron groups. In many academic libraries, each professional librarian is responsible for resource development and liaison work within assigned academic departments. At Ohio University Libraries, for example, every faculty librarian is assigned “subject librarian responsibilities.” The subject librarians are responsible for student and faculty orientations, emphasizing service based on knowledge of the subject area specific to their assigned academic departments. The librarians are expected to keep up with changing technologies and developing concepts within their assigned subject areas. They must be familiar with the curriculum, the research interests of faculty and graduate students, and the print and electronic collections relevant to the subject area—both within the library as well as outside the library. They are required to establish close working relationships with the faculty of their academic departments, and work with the departments on developing and maintaining collections of relevance to the discipline. The subject librarians also act as intermediaries between the academic departments and the library, addressing library-related questions and problems.5

The SLA “Career Center” website lists job opportunities for librarians with subject expertise. Some of the job titles listed currently are research coordinator, chemical reference librarian, American Craft Council librarian, information architecture librarian, head of science collection, knowledge services manager, and records management coordinator, among many others. Clearly the scope of responsibilities will vary depending upon the setting or institution and the patron/client base. There are certain responsibilities, though, that are common to many subject specialists, as described below.

Liaison with users. Today, there is increasing emphasis on “getting out there” rather than expecting users to show up with questions. This is especially true in this age of “Google mentality.” Since people increasingly rely on their own information-gathering skills, librarians must make an extra effort to reach out to patrons. For the subject specialist, the emphasis is on connecting with users both formally and informally, teaching them how to use resources (especially electronic resources), serving as the expert searcher, and acting as a clearinghouse for subject-specific information.6

Reference/research. Technology has certainly made this responsibility exciting and diverse. As budgets for print collections have decreased, online databases and electronic journals have become the norm for research. Subject librarians must be comfortable with the terminology related to their field of specialization in order to effectively search databases and locate relevant information. They must also be familiar with how information is disseminated and used within the discipline. Since traditional “reference desks” are disappearing, there is an increase in “virtual reference,” in which inquiries arrive in a variety of ways, including e-mail, IM (instant messaging), and social software applications such as Facebook or Twitter.

Collection development (print and electronic). Many subject specialists have the responsibility of building both print and electronic collections. Tight budgets require that the librarian select the resources that would be cost-effective as well as valuable to library patrons. Selection of e-resources is often more complex than traditional print ones and involves researching products, liaising with vendors, investigating hardware and software requirements, organizing trials and demonstrations, and coordinating purchases. Collection development also involves evaluating usage statistics.

Publicity and advocacy of the collections. Responsibility for publicizing subject-specific collections often falls to the subject specialist. This is closely related to liaison activities. Since the subject librarian often knows the strength of the library collections better than most users, it is up to them to encourage use; if people are not aware that a certain resource exists, it will probably not be used. Librarians act as advocates for new resources as well as the traditional ones, suggesting ways in which they might be used in learning, teaching, or research activities. Using the academic library setting again as an example, subject specialists might develop case studies for faculty that would encourage use of specific resources. Advocacy and publicity can often lead the subject librarian into the teaching process.

Teaching and user education. The importance of subject librarians as teachers is rapidly being recognized in many library environments. Who better to teach the use of resources, especially the electronic ones, than the librarians who are intimately familiar with the subject area and its related terminology? The best way to communicate the value of a resource or a collection is to teach users how to … well, use it!

Team involvement. Unless you are a solo librarian, you can expect to be involved in team projects. The days of the autonomous subject librarian are over. Subject specialists are often called upon to play a part in multidepartmental or multidisciplinary teams. Projects may involve research, development of new services, or any number of topics.

Skills

All of the above roles for subject specialists imply a number of traditional as well as newly adapted skills. Included below are the primary skills necessary for success as a subject specialist:


• subject expertise (learned on the job or through formal education)

• knowledge of the discipline or environment

• research skills within the discipline

• people skills

• communication skills

• teaching skills (public speaking)

• technical / IT skills

• financial management skills

• analytical and evaluative skills

• team-working skills

• project management skills

• flexibility (ability to adapt to change)

• ability to learn quickly

• vision



For a detailed guide on core professional and personal competencies, see the SLA’s “Competencies for Information Professionals of the 21st Century” at www.sla.org/content/learn/members/competencies/index.cfm.

Education and Training

Generally, most positions require a master’s degree in library and information science from an ALA-accredited institution. Specialized training in certain disciplines, such as advanced degrees, is sometimes required depending upon the position and the organization. Often an organization will support on-the-job training or continuing education. Law librarian positions sometimes require a juris doctorate (law degree), particularly for frontline reference positions. An M.D. is not generally required for medical librarians, although an undergraduate degree in a health-related field is sometimes necessary for clinical librarians in hospital settings.

Professional Associations

Below is a list of associations recommended by the various librarians “spotlighted” in this chapter:


• American Library Association (ALA)—www.ala.org

° Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) www.acrl.org

° Library Leadership and Management Association (LLAMA) www.ala.org/llama/

° Association of Library Collections and Technical Services (ALCTS) www.ala.org/alcts/

° Reference and User Services Association (RUSA) www.ala.org/rusa/

° Public Library Association (PLA) www.pla.org

° Business Reference and Services Section (BRASS) www.ala.org/brass/

• Special Libraries Association (SLA)—www.sla.org

° Divisions by subject www.sla.org/content/community/units/divs/index.cfm

• Medical Library Association (MLA)—www.mlanet.org

• American Association of Law Libraries (AALL)—www.aallnet.org

• Veterinary Medical Libraries Section of the MLA (VMLS)—www.vmls.mlanet.org

• Evidence-Based Veterinary Medical Association—www.ebvma.org

• Regional and local library associations





Spotlights

Catherine Lavallée-Welch

Associate Librarian and Director, University of South Florida Polytechnic Library, Lakeland, Florida

“It is very hard for a librarian to be a generalist in a large academic library. Having knowledge of a specific discipline helps to better serve library users and gain their trust.”

Catherine Lavallée-Welch is the creator of the first blog focused on “sci-tech librarianship.” In 2001, while working at an engineering, science, and technology library, Catherine created EngLib: For the Scitech Librarian (www.englib.info) to share information with librarians in similar subject-specific positions. The blog contained news items, updates on science and technology publications and databases, and information about job openings for science and technology librarians.

The name of the blog later changed to EngLib: The Engaged Librarian to reflect Catherine’s current position as associate librarian at the University of South Florida (USF) Polytechnic Library. In this faculty position, Catherine is responsible for the administration and management of the library and its resources. The library supports USF Polytechnic programs, including engineering, business, education, information technology, and some disciplines from the arts and sciences such as psychology, criminology, and sociology.

“Our library has two faculty members (including myself), one full-time and two part-time staff members,” says Catherine. “We could use more staff but Florida is in the grip of significant budgetary woes. I handle administrative duties as well as collection development, reference, research assistance, and bibliographic instruction. I’m also very active in university governance and participate in committees and councils, particularly those concerning technology. I typically attend three to five meetings per week, either related to governance or to various projects with other units. My current projects include the planning and design of a learning commons as the campus is expanding in a new location.”

Catherine is invited to various classes at the beginning of each semester to teach library instruction to students. She also gives talks to new students during each orientation. “In addition, I hold at least four open-door seminars on database searching and citation management software per semester,” she says. “I will soon be hosting the seminars online as well.” She handles all marketing activities for the library and hosts library-related events twice per year, such as book drives and Banned Books Week programming. Her administrative duties include personnel management, budget preparation and management, and strategic planning, as well as day-to-day duties such as book acquisition, data entry, and supply orders.

The primary clientele of the USF Polytechnic Library are students and faculty. “The county where I’m located is still very rural and has pockets of deep poverty,” Catherine says. “Many students have families and full-time jobs, and are often first-generation university attendees. Most have very little information literacy skills. It is sometimes difficult to reach all students for basic library instruction; some expect me to search all the information for them instead of me showing them how to do it themselves. We also serve community members, whose expectations are very often different—like the elderly gentleman who insisted on being able to check out books because he lived in town. He tried to convince us on three separate occasions. He still comes in but has learned to use the photocopier and scanner. One community user regrettably thinks our public access machines are an occasion to play online games for hours on end while talking on her cell phone. Diplomatic conversations are necessary in such situations.”

Catherine says that her most rewarding accomplishment in her position thus far was the organization and opening of the first USF library on the Lakeland campus. When she first arrived, all library collections were housed in a nearby community college library (USF shares a campus with the college). “When I came in, my office was not in the library but among the university’s faculty offices,” she explains. “While a bit bizarre, it was great to really get to know the faculty. It greatly contributed to my rapid integration and the good relationships I have with faculty. I think it’s important for academic librarians—especially those with faculty status—to be seen and acknowledged as colleagues by other faculty.”

The plans for the new university library were already set when Catherine came on board, but she was responsible for ordering the furniture and supplies; space and equipment configuration; establishing services such as circulation, interlibrary loan, reserves, and so on; and acting as liaison with Information Technology Services with whom the space is shared. “Opening up the library was a rather unique experience,” she says. “It is rare now that new academic libraries are created. Subject-specific libraries are more likely to be closed and integrated into a main library these days. For me, opening the first university library on campus was easily the most challenging and exciting thing I have done so far.”

Solo librarianship is challenging for Catherine. “I have to adjust to new disciplines and I find it hard to fully answer the expectations of some of the users in those new disciplines,” she says. “There is also never enough time to do everything that I would like to do. However, being in a small academic library does have its advantages. I have the opportunity to take on multiple tasks and services: create procedures, check out a book, erase a fine, process an interlibrary loan request, create an electronic reserve item, create a web page. These are things my colleagues at big campus libraries would never do. In a smaller library, you get a better chance to know your users more, even on a personal level.”

Catherine enjoys “playing with technology” and manages to stay current. “When I was in library school, the LIS (library and information science) students were the first graduate students outside of the science departments to have access to the Internet. We would ‘Gopher’ and ‘Veronica’ our little hearts out in the computer lab. Our technology classes did not prepare us for this. I remember comparing the first versions of Cello and Netscape with a fellow student outside of class; those had just come out and our instructors had no idea. I jumped on the technology bandwagon, played a lot, learned from others, and built my career on it. I’m no expert but I think I did pretty well.”

In addition to her EngLib blog and a “library services” blog, Catherine maintains Facebook, Twitter, Four Squares, and Flickr accounts for the library. “Social networks are important marketing tools for the library,” she says. “They permit me to quickly distribute news about services, resources, schedules, and events. I’ve published library instruction screencasts for YouTube, and I have taught using synchronous electronic classroom environments.” Recently, Catherine participated in a virtual job-shadowing project on Twitter organized by the Florida Library Association to help recruit new librarians. She posted “tweets” throughout the day to demonstrate a day in the life of an academic librarian.

Catherine received her M.L.I.S. degree from the Université de Montréal, the only French-language program accredited by the American Library Association. As an undergraduate, she majored in history with a concentration in records and archives management. “My goal was to work as an archivist,” she explains. “I have an uncle who was an archivist and his work was so interesting. But the field is hard to crack. I worked for one year for one of my former professors in records management. Then I decided to go for my master’s degree in archival management but decided to switch over to the library side for employment reasons.”

While in library school and for a few years afterward, Catherine was involved in digital library projects with partners in French-speaking Europe. She worked as an information broker and as a consultant for various Internet projects for the nonprofit and cooperative sector. She also did a short-term contract at the library of the Pôle Universitaire Léonard de Vinci, a private business and technical school in Paris. In 2000 she got engaged and moved to the United States, where she took a job as an electronic resources and reference librarian at the Laura Kersey Library for Engineering, Science and Technology at the University of Louisville. “Before coming to Louisville, my only contact with STM (science, technology, and medicine) clientele was when I was an information broker and had a corporate client in the food science industry. I feel that I was hired at the Kersey Library for my computer skills rather than my subject skills. I did a lot of work with databases and electronic resources and I also managed the computer lab and the website.” She took her current position at USF Polytechnic five years later.

Catherine is very active in the Special Libraries Association and attends its annual conferences, webinars, and continuing education classes. She is a past chair of SLA’s Information Technology Division and is a member of the Science and Technology Division, the Academic Division, the Engineering Division, the Baseball Caucus, and the Florida and Caribbean Chapter. She is also a member of the American Library Association, the Association of College and Research Libraries, the Library Leadership and Management Association, and the Florida Library Association.

To those interested in subject-specific librarianship, Catherine says, “I would argue that a librarian doesn’t necessarily have to have a degree in the discipline served. I don’t have a science or engineering degree yet worked in an engineering/science library. But it absolutely requires time and motivation on the part of the librarian to learn the discipline, its vocabulary, its evolution, its classic sources of information, and its novel sources of information—to better serve the library users and to gain their trust. The librarian isn’t expected to know the details of the discipline, but he or she should be able to understand what the information needs are and where the information fits. If that means stalking the reference shelves for hours and spending time reading journal tables of contents (like I did), so be it.”

Catherine says that important skills for any librarian are curiosity, creativity, and tenacity. People skills and stress management skills are essential. “A certain feel for office politics is necessary, especially if you have administrative functions, as well as a certain finesse to massage faculty prickly egos,” she says. “For administrators, you must be able to prepare and manage a budget, personnel, and planning.

“While studying for your master’s degree (or before), work in a library, particularly an academic one,” Catherine continues. “This will be a big advantage in your vitae over other candidates. Get involved in a professional association; that will show promise for future service activities, which is important for most academic librarians. Try to transform a school paper into an article for publication in an ALA or SLA publication. Geographic mobility helps for finding employment, especially for that first job. Don’t just consider the salary but also if the context—the library and the university—is a good fit for you. Consider cost of living.

“The M.L.I.S. degree can offer many different job titles and job duties,” Catherine concludes. “Don’t just stop at ‘librarian.’”

Catherine recommends the following websites:


• http://stlq.info (STLQ: The SciTech Library Question blog)

• http://scienceblogs.com/confessions/ (Confessions of a Science Librarian blog)

• www.library.drexel.edu/blogs/englibrary/ (Englibrary: Drexel University’s engineering resources blog)

• www.englib.info (Catherine’s EngLib blog)

• http://catherin.blog.usf.edu (USF Polytechnic Library blog)

• http://librarydayinthelife.pbworks.com (a wiki work space for sharing the joys and challenges of working in a library)



Lynn Baltimore

Clinical/Reference Librarian, George F. Smith Library of the Health Sciences, University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey, Newark, New Jersey

“What is most unique about my job is that I actually see patients at the hospital bedside and have an indirect role in their patient care.”

Lynn Baltimore has learned not to be squeamish. She has no problem eating a sandwich while watching a lunchtime PowerPoint presentation filled with vivid slides of tumors or open wounds. She once watched—without being sick—as a surgeon sutured the head of a man who had been hit by a car and thrown through a store window. No, she is not a nurse or a physician. She is a clinical librarian.

Lynn’s full title is clinical/reference librarian at the University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey (UMDNJ). Her job duties vary widely. She prepares lesson plans and teaches database searching—MEDLINE, PsychINFO, and CINAHL (Cumulative Index to Nursing and Health Literature), for example—to various library patrons. She teaches bibliographic instruction, focusing on accessing electronic journals and books and searching the online catalog, and has been involved in book collection development. “Each day I have a couple of hours of reference desk duty,” she says. “Our reference desk is staffed by me and five other colleagues from Monday to Friday, 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. I also help to cover the public library and academic library queues in ‘Q&A New Jersey,’ a virtual reference service for New Jersey residents. The questions in the public library queue run the gamut from high school students seeking help with homework assignments to adults asking how to apply for unemployment. The academic queue consists of questions asked by students at community colleges and universities in the state.”

As the only clinical librarian at UMDNJ, Lynn is pulled in many directions as she tries to meet the information needs of the various departments of the University Hospital. Possibly the most complex—and rewarding—of her duties was her involvement in patient care rounds for a number of years. “Once a week I attended patient care rounds in the sixteen-bed Surgical Intensive Care Unit,” she recounts. “Often I went to the surgery morning report where the history and physical examination findings for each surgical admission were briefly reviewed. I usually spent three to four hours in the unit. Two beds in the unit were for transplantation patients, and the others were for a multitude of other surgical conditions such as falls, motorcycle or car accidents, or gunshot wounds. The patient care rounds were led by a surgery/trauma attending (there were six on a rotating schedule). The rest of the team included medical students, surgery or anesthesiology residents, oral and maxillofacial residents, surgical intensive care fellows, visiting students, and a doctor of pharmacology … and me! Specific details of each patient were discussed: admission date, reason for admission, ventilator settings, input and output volumes of urine and stool, status of the surgical wound(s) including blood loss, temperature changes, nutrition, mental status changes, and discharge plans.”

What was Lynn’s role on the morning rounds? “When the ‘just-in-time’ opportunities arose,” she explains, “I educated the group about various electronic library resources available to them so they could use the medical literature to make safer patient care decisions based on evidence instead of Google. When asked or when I perceived a need, I performed MEDLINE searches on given topics and saved the searches for use in the future. I gave detailed instructions on how to run the searches and see the search strategies. When asked a direct question, I supplied a patient-filtered reply from a variety of knowledge-based resources within twenty-four hours to the patient care team, thus allowing them time to concentrate on their own responsibility—patient care.”

During her seventeen years at UMDNJ, Lynn also attended patient care rounds in the Department of Medicine and the Department of Allergy, Immunology, and Rheumatology doing tasks similar to those stated above. She routinely taught classes on EndNote, a bibliographic software program, to interns and residents at the request of the director of medical education. In addition, she taught special sessions on finding and using evidence-based medicine research. She was listed as part-time instructor in the Department of Allergy, Immunology, and Rheumatology. In addition, Lynn took part in the noon interdisciplinary tumor conference, prepared handouts, and was the occasional guest speaker. “My presence at this meeting made it extremely convenient for the attendee who had informational needs or questions regarding library electronic services to get immediate answers,” she says.

Lynn was also involved with the preparation of topic-specific article lists for the Department of Pediatrics for their weekly grand rounds conference. “I also participated in the hospital’s Patient Education Committee for many years,” she says. “I provided information about our electronic library resources or answered questions asked by the committee members that would benefit them in creating better patient education materials. One time I prepared a tri-fold handout on newborn HIV/AIDS testing given to new mothers. Another time I prepared a guide to the hospital TV channels that offered patient education programming.”

Lynn’s primary clientele are the various students and faculty from the five schools at the UMDNJ Newark Campus (Medicine, Dentistry, Public Health, School of Related Professions, and Nursing), hospital house staff (interns, residents, and fellows), and attendings. Her secondary clientele are prescreened visitors who have legitimate science, health science, or medical research needs from colleges, universities, or health care vocational programs, as well as those studying for licensing exams, attorneys, or paralegals.

Lynn utilizes technology for convenience and rapid transmission of information. “The library purchased a Pocket PC that I brought with me on patient care rounds,” she says. “I was able to use point-of-care software to answer questions as they arose. I also use the laptop to teach groups in the conference rooms along with an LCD projector.” She regularly contributes to the University Libraries EndNote blog, wiki, and RLIG (Reference Librarians Informatics Group), a subgroup of the University Libraries Staff Group offered via the university’s portal.

Lynn’s interest in librarianship was influenced by her elementary school librarian. “Ms. Bunny Todd was a wonderful role model,” she recalls. “For storytime she sat in a rocking chair and had us sit on the floor in a semicircle by the windows. She made the library fun. Even at an early age I loved being asked questions by my classmates and then finding the answers; I likened it to building a jigsaw puzzle.” In high school she worked as a Reference Room library page in the town library in Fairfield, Connecticut. “I had a wonderful boss who gave me increasingly difficult library clerk tasks to do so I could learn new skills,” she says. “Outside of the Reference Room I shelved books, did shelf-reading, and processed new books with jackets and pockets.”

She received her bachelor’s degree in psychology and her M.L.S. degree (with a specialization in special libraries) from Southern Connecticut State College. During library school, she enrolled in a semester internship with Clairol, Inc., to gain some corporate work experience. “One of the weekly projects I was given was to prepare the company’s print patent index by scanning the Patent Gazette for relevant products and—believe it or not—cutting and pasting the entries onto sheets of paper for reproduction. By doing so I learned primitive competitive intelligence. I was taught how to create computer strategies via Dialog, even though I could not execute the searches.”

After library school, Lynn worked at a variety of companies such as Uniroyal Chemical, GE Corporate Legal, GE Corporate Business, Bristol Myers-Squibb, and the Stamford Advocate (a newspaper). She was a freelance librarian employed through a library placement agency. “Experience at these companies allowed me to better define my likes and dislikes,” she says. “I learned that I loved the field of medicine, pharmaceutical sciences, and health, and that I disliked business.” She worked as a cataloger/acquisitionist/reference librarian at Young and Rubicam headquarters, the third-largest advertising agency in the world, located on Madison Avenue in New York City. She loved the reference work but despised cataloging. “I held this position for a year before I was fired,” she recounts. “I was devastated! In retrospect, it was a blessing in disguise because it presented me with an opportunity to look for a medical reference librarian position instead of remaining there unsatisfied.”

She then took a position as hospital librarian at the Frederick M. Dearborn Medical Library in the Metropolitan Hospital Center, which is affiliated with the New York Medical College in Valhalla, New York. “I was the second-in-command at this four-person library,” she says. “I did reference, bibliographic instruction, Ovid MEDLINE searching, and interacted with library patrons. I was told I had a very good rapport with library patrons, especially the house staff, and was told I made the library come alive. I was frequently asked clinical questions by the chief of the ER. There was even a time when he phoned me with a search request during an operation and I provided him with the needed information without panicking. That was an epiphany for me; I realized I loved answering clinical questions and wanted to do more. When an advertisement appeared in the Sunday New York Times Education section for a clinical librarian position at UMDNJ, I applied.”

When Lynn first started in her current position at UMDNJ, she had to struggle for the right to attend morning report and patient rounds. “The chairman of the Department of Medicine believed that only medical students, residents, interns, fellows, attendings, and pharmacists should be present. My predecessor in the position never had the desire to participate in patient rounds, so my request initially faced resistance.” Eventually her request was granted, but she offers this caveat: “If the department chairs are not library advocates, your services will never be appreciated or utilized to their fullest.”

To those interested in pursuing a career in clinical librarianship, Lynn stresses the importance of being a competent database searcher and being acquainted with the infrastructure and the personnel of a hospital and its affiliated university. “Being amenable to flexible hours is also very useful,” she says. “Surgery meets at 6 o’clock in the morning and Ophthalmology meets at 7 p.m. This schedule was possible for me before I became the mother of twins! On the other hand, some clinical librarianship positions are part-time between several different hospitals, or a combination position—such as mine—of reference duties in the library and clinical duties in the hospital.

“Hospital department involvement varies greatly due to a number of factors, so expect change,” she continues. “Just when you’ve learned medical terminology for a medical specialty, it’s time to learn another! You might want to work for a specific department because you have an interest in that specialty, but if they don’t want you there, you’re out of luck. Also, you should expect that specialization will naturally occur on the job. My areas of specialization over the years have gone from AIDS research to alternatives in animal testing, simply due to my departmental involvement.”

Lynn also says that it’s important to be able to effectively teach library patrons without any assumptions about their skill levels. “Sometimes you have to start at square one,” she explains. “One time I posted instructions in the Department of Medicine Resident’s Lounge about how to get to the library home page … neglecting to include how to turn on the PC and printer!”

You also have to be very familiar with your collections, including print resources. “Being a librarian today still involves knowing the print collection; despite what our students think, all information is not gotten from the Web by doing a Google search! I can successfully answer patron questions even when the Internet goes down. It’s also very important to me to teach patrons to evaluate information sources to find those that are current, authoritative, unbiased, and reputable.

“Please keep in mind that there are very few clinical librarian positions available because of funding,” Lynn concludes. “But don’t give up searching. It’s worth the pursuit because the questions posed are interesting and challenging. There isn’t a day that goes by when I don’t learn something new.”

Stephanie Midkiff

Associate Professor and Reference Librarian, John E. Jaqua Law Library, University of Oregon, Eugene, Oregon

“There are so many facets of law librarianship that anyone can find a niche and make a difference.”

One might wonder why a person with a full-fledged law degree would even consider librarianship as a career. After going to law school, passing the bar exam, and working as a lawyer in the field, what would drive someone to go to library school? For Stephanie Midkiff, the answer was simple. “After seven years of working as an attorney, I decided I wanted to branch out and do something else while still utilizing my law degree,” she says. “It is a decision that I have never regretted.”

In her position as a law reference librarian at the University of Oregon’s (UO) law library, Stephanie’s duties are varied. “Along with helping to staff the reference desk several hours a week,” she says, “I do classroom instruction, collection development, and faculty support. We provide in-person, telephone, e-mail, and chat reference services to our patrons. Sometimes reference interactions lead to more in-depth research and consultation, especially for law students and law faculty. I have written research guides to help patrons navigate the process of legal research.”

During the school year, Stephanie spends a good portion of her time working with the Legal Research and Writing Program, providing editorial assistance for assignments, doing classroom instruction on online legal research in Westlaw and Lexis (legal databases), and serving as a guest lecturer in advanced legal research courses as well as other university courses at the request of faculty. “We librarians tailor our presentations to the content of the courses to make them more meaningful for students,” she says. “We also do small group instruction to advise law students on resources for independent research projects.”

In addition, Stephanie is responsible for collection development in several different subject and curricular areas. “I have particular faculty that I work with to support their scholarship, teaching, and research,” she says. “I provide research assistance to them as well as individualized training to their research assistants.”

The law library at UO is integrated into the main UO Libraries System, and the librarians have faculty rank without tenure. Stephanie is an associate professor and is involved with committees and projects within the Libraries System. “We conduct business in library faculty meetings,” she says. “Contract renewal and promotion for the librarians involves initial review by a library faculty personnel committee, subject to approval by the dean of the libraries and the university provost.” Librarians at UO are encouraged to become involved with other units on campus. Stephanie currently serves on a campus committee that reviews applicants for Fulbright scholarships and has represented the libraries on the University Senate.

“I also serve as the law library’s liaison to the three student-run law journals at our law school and provide in-depth training to source-pullers for cite-checking articles,” Stephanie says. “I meet with staff during journal orientation to familiarize them with library policies and the special services the law library extends to the journals.

“As a public institution, our law library and the print (and many electronic) collections are open to anyone,” Stephanie explains. “However, our primary constituents are the law faculty and administration, and law students here at the University of Oregon School of Law. Secondary patrons are other faculty and students on campus. As time allows, we also serve attorneys and other public patrons, including self-represented litigants. Accordingly, most of our primary constituents are pursuing or already have advanced degrees, as do attorneys who come in to use our facilities. We occasionally have community college students, students pursuing paralegal certification, and high school students. For the public at large, many have much formal education while others have very little.

“Our law faculty are a congenial group, easy to work with, and usually know precisely what they want when seeking reference help for their scholarship, teaching, and research,” she continues. “Self-represented litigants can pose a challenge because reference librarians cannot give legal advice or engage in the practice of law, and that is often difficult to get across to a public patron. And it often requires more time to explain some of the legal concepts to them and how the legal resources are used; many pick up the strange world of legal research surprisingly quickly, however.”

Stephanie finds the most challenging feature of her job to be keeping up with technology. “It’s also a challenge to keep up with the changing landscape of legal information as evidenced by the consolidation of the legal publishing industry and the complexities that flow from that,” she says. “So many resources essential to the legal profession—primary authority such as case law, statutes, regulations, agency decisions, treaties; secondary authority such as treatises, law journal articles, attorney practice materials, international materials—are now becoming available online, and libraries are having to make tough fiscal choices to avoid duplication with print resources, while keeping our primary constituents comfortable with access. It used to be fairly simple to figure out what it means when a court has designated an opinion ‘to be published,’ but now lines are blurred when previously unpublished opinions are now available in databases or on the Internet.”

To help keep up with changes in the profession, Stephanie subscribes to several law library electronic discussion groups associated with the American Association of Law Libraries (AALL) and its regional chapter. She receives collection development alerts for new publications, and she monitors newsletters and news articles. “The UO Libraries System has an intranet with quite a few wikis that are used to organize and disseminate information and archive policies and procedures,” she says. “The law library has a wiki with several categories of information. We also have a separate law intranet which we use to record meeting minutes and to make documents, information, and spreadsheets available to the rest of the law library staff.”

Stephanie attends webinars and training events offered within the campus Libraries System. She is a member of AALL, the main professional association for law librarians, as well as WestPac (the Western Pacific Chapter of AALL), and remains active by serving on committees and elected positions. She attends the annual AALL meetings as well as the annual WestPac meetings. “Last year I attended the Online Northwest conference, which focuses on the use of technology within libraries generally, and found that very helpful and enjoyable,” she says. “My institution is fairly generous in supporting travel to professional meetings, and this works out to funding for about two major meetings a year—one on the national level and one regionally.”

The idea of becoming a law librarian didn’t crop up until Stephanie had been working as an attorney for several years. She received her undergraduate degree in English from the University of Kentucky (UK) in Lexington and enrolled in law school several years later. “I graduated from the UK College of Law in 1985 and obtained my first job with Legal Services in rural Kentucky,” she says. “After a year I began working for the Kentucky Court of Appeals as a staff attorney for various judges and as a criminal motions attorney on the central staff for the court. After about seven years I decided I wanted to branch out and do something else while still utilizing my law degree. I was mulling this over with a couple of old friends who had switched careers to librarianship, and they both said that it had been a great move and that they could imagine I would enjoy the profession also. So almost spur of the moment, I looked into getting into the library science program at UK, took the GRE (which I thought was ludicrous to be required to take, having passed the bar exam), and was admitted to the program beginning January 1994. Just prior to enrolling, my husband and I were living in Paducah in western Kentucky, and we sold our house and he moved into a small apartment while I rented a room in Lexington to start school. Because we were living apart, my goal was to finish the program as quickly as possible, so I went through the summer and finished in December 1994.”

Stephanie is an associate member of the American Bar Association. She says that having the J.D. (juris doctorate) degree is generally required in order to be a reference librarian in an academic law library. “However, it is often not required if you work in other law library settings,” she adds, “such as law firms, county law libraries, or other government law libraries.”

She has some solid advice for those interested in a career in law librarianship. “I have had several opportunities in the last few years to talk with law students and others about careers in law librarianship,” she says. “Without hesitation, I tell them that I think they will thoroughly enjoy it as a profession, that it is a decision they will never regret, a profession with a high degree of job satisfaction. There are so many facets of law librarianship available that you can find a niche where you fit in and can make a difference. Take advantage of courses in library management and courses that will put you in a good position regarding technology. Anyone entering the field of librarianship today cannot escape the pervasiveness of technology in the profession. You want to be as prepared as possible. We must all continue to hone our technological skills throughout our working lives. Also, take advantage of any opportunity to work in the type of library you think you are interested in. I felt it was a real drawback for my getting that first library job because I had no library work experience prior to enrolling in library science school, where I interned in the special library, medical library, and law library. Try to attend a program that has a concentration in the types of libraries you might be interested in. For instance, the AALL Recruitment to Law Librarianship Committee has an excellent website with loads of information, especially the site listing the various ALA-accredited graduate programs with specific classes in law librarianship.

“While in library science school, get involved in student chapters of professional associations. That is often a great way to connect with professionals and to network. Try to attend some professional meetings and take advantage of any career services provided such as interviewing during the conference. I have been doing this job for almost twelve years and have never regretted the decision,” Stephanie concludes. “It’s interesting, intellectually stimulating, entertaining, and you get to work with great colleagues.”

Stephanie recommends the following websites:


• www.aallnet.org (American Association of Law Libraries)

• www.aallnet.org/committee/rllc/index.asp (AALL Recruitment to Law Librarianship Committee)



Peter Sprenkle

Adult Reference Librarian, Waukegan Public Library, Waukegan, Illinois

“My personal motto at the reference desk is ‘Leave no patron empty-handed.’”

Peter Sprenkle is a reference librarian at the Waukegan Public Library. Throughout the years, he has had firsthand experience at answering questions from people in all walks of life—from children to the elderly—and has basically “seen it all.” It’s very likely that there isn’t a question, no matter how bizarre, that Peter hasn’t heard before. Here are a few examples: “Where can I get my birth certificate?” “How can I contain the bees in my backyard?” “How do you use a mouse?” “How do I save this document?” “Where is my library card?” “Does Venus have a ring around it?” “Was the Dune trilogy originally intended to be a trilogy?” “What were the names of the battleships used for heavy bombardment in the Battle of Saipan?” “My wife is in prison. What is the county clerk’s phone number?”

All of the above questions were pulled from a blog that Peter created in 2003 called Ref Grunt (http://refgrunt.blogspot.com), in which he listed nearly every question and desk transaction that came his way for several years. The blog boasts a banner that reads, “Some days I love working the reference desk, some days I hate it, and it’s often the same day.” The posts clearly demonstrate how Peter’s innate sense of humor helps carry him through even the most mundane and annoying of transactions. “Ref Grunt is my most famous web-based work,” Peter says. “I started it anonymously as a way to blow off frustration at the desk.” When he coauthored a book with Charles Anderson entitled Reference Librarianship: Notes from the Trenches (Routledge, 2006), his anonymity with the Ref Grunt blog was taken away. The book is similar to the blog in that it documents the daily professional life of a young librarian working “in the trenches” at a public library in the midwestern United States. “Coauthoring a book with Charles Anderson didn’t help my anonymity at all,” he says. “Now everyone knows about the blog, but I’m happy to say that no one at the library objects. The blog is retired, but I think people still read it. I’m posting the reference questions on Twitter now.”

Peter spends much of his day “on call” for difficult reference questions. While the circulation staff handle the simple questions, such as how to work the copier, the more complex questions are directed to the reference librarians. “At 3 p.m., I come out of my office and more or less roam the place,” he explains. “When not roaming, I primarily do collection management for the 600s, 700s, 800s, 900s, biographies, music CDs, the Spanish language collection, and the adult and children’s graphic novels. I also assist with virtual reference, and I cover any questions that come in through e-mail. Waukegan is a working-class community with a sizable African-American and Hispanic presence. The library is right next door to the Lake County Courthouse, so we get a lot of lawyers and jury members visiting as well.”

Peter finds that answering reference questions is the most exciting feature of his job. “I think it becomes a point of honor to help the patron to the extent that they need,” he says. “Coupled with that is the fact that the patrons often don’t know what they need! We deal with technological issues as well, like saving a patron’s document when they don’t have a disk to save on, or figuring out why their photo is printing funny. Being able to help the patron get to where they expected to be is one of the most rewarding things I can think of. My personal motto is ‘Leave no patron empty-handed.’ Even if I can’t solve their problem, I point them to someone, some organization, who can. I try to give them at least one thing to be hopeful about.”

A self-proclaimed “computer nut,” Peter began his career when the Internet was in its infancy. “At that time, no one knew what the Internet was,” he says. “A few years later I was instrumental in creating the library’s first web page—without telling the administration. A coworker and I attended an HTML seminar run by the North Suburban Library Service (NSLS) and then we returned to the library saying, ‘Hey! The library has a web page!’ We had mentioned web pages before but no one really understood what we were talking about when we asked them for content. After the page was up, however, they started coming to us and saying, ‘Why don’t you have my department’s policies up there?’” Peter was also one of the library’s early advocates of virtual reference. “I’ve been handling e-mail reference questions for a while,” he says, “and now we not only contribute to AskAway, but we use IM (instant messaging) tools such as Meebo to give us additional points of access.”

Like many others in the field, Peter stumbled into librarianship by virtue of the various library jobs he took to support himself while in school and immediately afterward. While studying music and theater at the University of Texas at Austin, he worked part-time shelving and copying items for the Texas Medical Association Library. “I moved to other positions at the university until I graduated,” he says. “I wasn’t sure what to do next, so I moved back to Urbana, my hometown, where I found myself working as an assistant in more libraries. I liked the work, and the peace and quiet, I think. I graduated in 1991 and got a position at Waukegan Public Library. I think they initially hired me because they needed someone with a music background to beef up the CD collection. My basic reference background was solid enough, but I got this job due to my background in music.”

To keep up with changes in technology and the profession, Peter attends NSLS seminars, reads professional journals, and does a lot of “trial and error.” He is a member of the American Library Association and the Illinois Library Association. He finds changes in technology to be exciting and has noticed that patron behavior changes as technology advances. “Patrons rarely ask us to look up addresses or phone numbers anymore,” he says. “At the same time, more sophisticated catalogs have given us better ways to examine our collection usage.”

If you are interested in reference work at a public library, Peter says, “besides being familiar with reference tools—whether in print or online—you need a basic knowledge of how software works. At our library, that means Windows, Office, etc. By ‘basic’ I mean just that. An amazing number of patrons come in without a concept of saving their work, and many others don’t realize how important that is. Others don’t know how to save onto their thumb drives, or need someone to show them how to upload pictures or documents that they have saved. Sometimes drives or computers are defective, so we have to learn to work around that. Some basic word-processing knowledge helps us as well, such as spacing and setting margins. Also, don’t forget to learn about the old print sources. At the same time, keep an eye out for the latest technology. Your arsenal can never be too big.

“Some patrons have never been exposed to database searching before, and they need instruction,” Peter continues. “They are often quite surprised that such databases exist and that there is still a ton of information out there that’s not available in Google. When we do get more advanced patrons, they often need guidance on how to use the subscription databases we offer.”

This brings up a question that Peter has encountered before: “Why do we need reference librarians in public libraries when we have Google and Wikipedia?” He is ready with his answer. “It is important for the uninitiated, naive researcher to learn that multiple sources must be used. It’s also important to show them how to find these sources. You might say, ‘that’s what Google is for,’ and indeed Google is an excellent research tool to start with. But left to their own devices, these naive researchers are likely to dump words in the search box and see what they get. They still need training, not only on how to create an effective Boolean search using the filters they may not even know Google’s got, but on how to judge the validity of the results.

“Showing patrons how to do research at least a little better is one of our responsibilities,” Peter concludes. “That will not change anytime soon.”

Note: As of August 2009, Peter no longer works at Waukegan Public Library and is pursuing Teaching English as a Foreign Language.

Elizabeth B. Kudwa

Business Librarian, Capital Area District Library, Lansing, Michigan

“Strong reference skills are a must for a business librarian. It also doesn’t hurt to be naturally curious.”

If you are a librarian with a strong business and marketing background and you enjoy doing research, but a corporate environment does not appeal to you, what are the professional options? One option would be to look for a business reference position in a large public library system, where you could continue doing what you enjoy without the stress of tight deadlines. This is exactly what Elizabeth Kudwa set out to find and was happily successful.

Elizabeth has a bachelor’s degree in business administration with a concentration in marketing from the University of Michigan at Flint. Before becoming a librarian, she worked at a marketing research/consulting firm. “I really enjoyed the research aspect of my job as an analyst,” she says, “but I did not enjoy the tight demands placed on us by our clients. I decided to begin looking for a career where I could continue doing research but where I wouldn’t be under so many tight deadlines and stress. I came across the field of librarianship and thought it was a perfect fit.” Her plan was to become a corporate librarian, but she soon changed her mind when she realized the trend in big companies was to cut librarians during budget crises. Instead, she decided to focus on public libraries.

After earning her master’s degree in library science from Wayne State University, Elizabeth took a part-time job in the children’s department of a medium-sized public library. “I didn’t really think I’d find a business librarian position in a public library,” she says. “Fortunately for me, the district library located in our state’s capital is big enough to have a need for that type of position. I was hired as the business librarian for the Capital Area District Library in Lansing. I am the first business librarian my district has ever hired.

“My position has evolved quite a bit over the last six years,” Elizabeth says. When she first started out, she was responsible for all aspects of business: personal finance, investing, careers/employment, small business, and so on. When economic conditions declined in the state of Michigan, the focus of the business librarian position switched to small businesses and entrepreneurs. “It was felt that we could do the most good for the community we serve by concentrating on helping small businesses get started and grow,” she explains.

Elizabeth provides business reference services to anyone who is considering starting a business or who is in the process of starting a business. She also helps existing business owners with market research. She is responsible for creating and maintaining various resources for small business patrons. “This includes creating small business resource guides to help patrons more easily find the materials they need,” she explains. “It also involves creating and updating content on the business portion of our website (www.cadl.org/answers/business/) and working with the head of reference to select and purchase business reference materials and databases.”

Entrepreneurs and small business owners can make appointments with Elizabeth for research assistance and consulting. “I may use this time to teach someone how to use a database, or to talk through what their specific research needs are,” she says. “Sometimes I walk them through the Business Reference section so they can see what resources we have available. Most of the time people want answers to market research questions in order to complete a business plan.”

Elizabeth is also involved with outreach to the small business community. She attends meetings of the chambers of commerce and the local business associations and often finds herself volunteering for service on a committee with one of these groups. “Sometimes I am asked to be a guest speaker,” she says, “in which case I talk about the business services and resources available through our library.” Two times per year she offers workshops for small business owners on topics such as how to write a business plan and how to optimize a website to get more traffic.

“This year we are running a business plan–writing contest for the first time,” Elizabeth says. “All applicants are required to attend four workshops designed to help them write their plan: Writing a Business Plan, Market Research, Marketing Your Business, and Small Business Financials.” She also runs a monthly entrepreneur club called “Start It Up” at one of the branch libraries. The club has generated a lot of discussion and networking opportunities for participants.

Twice monthly, Elizabeth submits articles for a regular column that she writes in the community’s multicultural newspaper, The New Citizens Press. The column, called “Ask the Business Librarian,” focuses on various business topics. Some of her recent articles have discussed writing successful résumés, naming a new business, blogging to promote a business, and social networking for small business owners.

Elizabeth says that the most challenging part of her job involves trying to make the best of the resources the library can afford to purchase. “Many of the business databases available today are quite expensive,” she says, “and for a public library it’s just not practical to purchase subscriptions to multiple business databases. We do quite well with what we have and I always keep my eye on tailoring our business offerings as much as we can. But there are occasions when I need to refer patrons to the university library because they have more business resources than we do.

“The most exciting part of my job is working with entrepreneurs,” Elizabeth continues. “You will not find people more passionate about what they do. That enthusiasm is contagious. Entrepreneurs that are truly serious about starting a business are some of the most interesting people I have ever met, and it’s very exciting to help them work through their research and see something very positive come out of that.”

Technology plays a big part in helping Elizabeth stay up-to-date. To keep in touch with other business librarians, Elizabeth uses chat tools such as Google Chat as well as collaboration tools like Google Docs, wikis, and blogs. “I talk regularly online with colleagues in other parts of the state,” she says. “Without tools to facilitate immediate discussions online, we wouldn’t be able to share ideas as easily or as often.” She subscribes to various RSS feeds (Business Week, Fast Company, and the Economist) and to various business blogs (Small Business Trends, Duct Tape Marketing, Business Pundit, Entrepreneur, and the Inc. magazine blog). “Having headlines and various articles sent to me is really helpful for staying on top of what’s happening in small business.”

Elizabeth reads several professional journals such as ONLINE, Unabashed Librarian, and Reference Reviews, as well as several business publications such as Inc. magazine, Entrepreneur, Fast Company, and Business Week. She also takes continuing education courses and attends annual conferences. She is a member of the Michigan Library Association and the American Library Association. Within the ALA, she is a member of the Reference and User Services Association and the Business Reference and Services Section.

To those interested in becoming business librarians, Elizabeth says, “Strong reference skills are a must. This includes everything from conducting a thorough reference interview to being able to knowledgeably use various business resources to answer patron questions. It also doesn’t hurt to be naturally curious.” In library school, she took courses in business reference and in government documents, both of which turned out to be directly applicable to her current position. She also had a practicum in a corporate bank library during her last term.

“In addition to the M.L.I.S., I would suggest considering a business degree—either a B.B.A. or an M.B.A.,” she says. “Having that business background only makes the job that much easier and lends much more credibility to the service you provide. There are a lot of advantages to being something of a specialist in a certain subject, like business. It allows the librarian to help the patron a great deal, and can make for a more satisfying patron experience. It also helps the librarian to build a good collection of relevant resources.

“Another piece of advice would be to learn how to network effectively. Librarians—and this is a generalization—tend to be somewhat introverted. It can be hard for them to get out from behind the reference desk and go out into the community. But if you are going to be a successful business librarian, you have to be able to do that. Learning how to network effectively will give you confidence and make it easier for you to get out into the community.

“Being a librarian today means something entirely different than it did even five or ten years ago,” Elizabeth says. “I’ve been a practicing librarian for six years and have seen some definite changes. Colleagues that have been in the profession longer also comment regularly on just how much things have changed. The changes all seem to revolve around electronic resources. Print reference collections are being scaled down and replaced with either databases or electronic books. Working with patrons to help them realize that their favorite resources are still available, just in a different format, has been challenging. Not all patrons embrace the electronic world. We have to work hard to educate our users to make sure they can find and use these new electronic resources.”

Elizabeth says that the following are the top five websites she can’t live without (in no particular order):


• http://factfinder.census.gov (U.S. Census Bureau)

• http://smallbiztrends.com (Small Business Trends)

• www.ducttapemarketing.com/blog/ (Duct Tape Marketing blog)

• www.inc.com (Inc., a magazine for the small business owner)

• www.entrepreneur.com (Entrepreneur, a magazine for the small business owner)



Vicki F. Croft

Head, Animal Health Library, Washington State University, Pullman, Washington

“Veterinary librarians are a rare breed.”

“What is the jaw grip strength of a pit bull?” “Which animals have cleaner mouths—dogs or cats?” “Where can I find information on MRSA infections in veterinary hospitals?” “Where can I find information on DNA fingerprinting for llamas? I’m involved in a paternity suit; a male llama jumped the fence, and paternity is in question.” If these questions sound surreal to you, they are in fact run-of-the-mill reference questions for Vicki Croft. She is a member of that “rare breed”—a very small group of librarians with a unique specialization in veterinary medical librarianship.

As head of the Animal Health Library at Washington State University (WSU), Vicki is responsible for the management of the library and its services. She selects and purchases books to support the teaching, learning, and research needs of the primary library users—the faculty, staff, and students of the College of Veterinary Medicine (CVM). She answers reference questions in person, by phone, fax, or e-mail from WSU personnel as well as practicing veterinarians, pet owners, breeders, lawyers, or anyone in need of animal health information. In addition, she gives lectures on library use to classes, groups, and individuals as requested, and participates in instructional programs such as the CVM’s award-winning “Diagnostic Challenges” in which veterinary student teams work on cases with “clients” under the supervision of a veterinary faculty member. “The ‘client’ is someone who poses as an owner of an animal with a disease,” Vicki explains. “The student team must successfully diagnose and develop a care plan for the client’s animal. Library use is required, as students must do a literature search during the case. These cases used in the Diagnostic Challenges are taken from cases seen by the WSU Veterinary Teaching Hospital and veterinarians in private practices.

“A great deal of research is conducted by faculty and students,” says Vicki, “and that requires access to journals and books in a wide variety of fields, from cardiology to immunology, microbiology, orthopedics, anesthesia, and the like. I meet with new faculty, including residents and interns, as well as graduate and professional students. The staff and I locally manage circulation, reference, and interlibrary loan services. (Our main campus library does our purchasing, serials, binding, cataloging, and other central services.) I attend library-wide meetings as an administrator and unit head. I also attend some committee meetings in the CVM, such as the Safety Committee.”

The primary clientele of the Animal Health Library are the faculty, including interns, residents, and other house officers, staff, and the graduate and professional students of the CVM. Besides veterinary medicine, the CVM includes the Programs in Neurosciences, the Washington Animal Disease Diagnostic Laboratory, the Food Animal Investigational Unit, the School for Global Animal Health (http://globalhealth.wsu.edu), and the School of Molecular Biosciences. “In addition to the teaching role of veterinary schools, research and extension functions are very important,” Vicki says. “WSU CVM researchers receive a significant number of dollars in research funding from agencies such as the National Institutes of Health and the U.S. Agricultural Research Services, as well as animal health companies and foundations, such as the Morris Animal Foundation. Veterinary, medical, and basic science research journals are essential to the research and teaching needs of the veterinary faculty, staff, and students. We also support researchers who do literature searches in order to meet the requirements of the Animal Welfare Act, before the researchers’ grants can be submitted and funded. Animal testing and alternatives to animal use, animal welfare and experimentation, and human-animal bonding and interactions are other subjects of interest to users of veterinary libraries such as mine.

“Veterinary libraries are unique,” Vicki says. “Unlike medical or hospital libraries, our ‘patients’ are many species ranging from cats and dogs and birds, hamsters, and other exotics such as hedgehogs—to farm and food animals such as cattle, sheep, goats, llamas—to wildlife and zoo animals such as bighorn sheep, elk, deer, camels, cougars, elephants, tigers, and giraffes. Our library users need books and journals to support all species and all medical specialties, including human medicine. Animal medicine borrows from human medicine, and human medicine borrows from veterinary medicine. Animal models of human disease are important research tools in helping to diagnose, treat, and cure human diseases. Examples from the past include diabetes and leprosy. Veterinary medicine borrows from human medicine in utilizing medical tools, procedures, and instruments, such as CAT, MRI, laparoscopy, and more. For instance, the first CAT and MRI in our university town were in the College of Veterinary Medicine. For a number of years the CVM’s MRI was used by our local hospital, as well as the veterinary school—humans in the mornings, animals in the afternoons!”

Vicki says that the specialty of veterinary medical librarianship is different from any other because in order to do the job well, one must draw upon resources in human medicine, zoology, and the basic sciences such as physiology, cell biology, and anatomy, as well as some agricultural components such as animal science, reproduction, and nutrition. “Business and practice management are necessary, too,” she says. “Public health has become increasingly important because of zoonotic diseases such as avian influenza, toxoplasmosis, West Nile fever, ebola, and more. The concept of ‘one health initiative’ is becoming increasingly important due to the growing recognition of the effect of animal health on human health and quality of life globally. This brought about the recent founding of WSU’s School for Global Animal Health.

“There are only 28 schools of veterinary medicine in the United States and 5 in Canada,” says Vicki. “Most veterinary librarians work in these libraries. There are very few who work for veterinary drug companies and nutrition. Medical school and drug company librarians who deal with researchers who work with laboratory animals used in testing have interests in common with veterinary librarians, too. Other animal health-related librarians include zoo, wildlife, aquarium, and primate center librarians. However, animal health is only one component of their subject area. For example, areas of interest to zoo librarians include animal husbandry, breeding reproduction, and nutrition, as well as zoo management, visitor information, public relations, etc.

“Because veterinary medical librarianship is such a small, cohesive group, it is possible to personally know all of our colleagues in the nation,” Vicki says. “This is in contrast with other health information professionals, such as hospital librarians, who number in the thousands.” Vicki keeps in close touch with her colleagues through several electronic discussion lists such as VETLIB-L (Veterinary Medicine library issues and information) and HLIB-NW (Health Library-Northwest). “Electronic discussion lists are my lifeline and connection to veterinary library colleagues throughout the world,” she says. “They help me with my job, in providing information about new services and functions, in answering reference questions, obtaining photocopies of articles needed urgently, preparing and planning for meetings, sharing information and asking questions of colleagues about special problems, and work on special projects.”

Vicki finds it challenging to keep up with technology and adapt to user needs. To face that challenge head-on, she stays involved with social networks and tools. She follows blogs, belongs to Facebook (there are Facebook groups for veterinary and medical librarians), creates and maintains a delicious site for the library (http://www.delicious.com/wsuhsl), maintains an e-mail reference request form, and is starting to use Meebo to communicate problems to the library systems office and for reference use. “I have also helped create two major collections for the WSU Research Exchange, WSU’s institutional repository,” she says. “The first is an open-access, full-text repository of the papers presented at the first five International Conferences for Animal Health Information Specialists. The second is a comprehensive bibliography entitled Animal Health Libraries, Librarians, and Librarianship: A Bibliography. It now includes more than 900 references, with hot links when available. I plan to continue to maintain both collections, even beyond retirement.”

Vicki recalls that when she first graduated from library school, technology was only beginning to transform and influence library operations, mainly in technical services. She has been witness to many technological changes throughout her years as a librarian. She has seen databases move from print format to mediated searching on CD-ROM, and finally to end-user remote Internet access. She has seen collections move from print to online. At the start of her career, communication with colleagues began with letters that were mailed, then moved to phone calls, then fax, then e-mail, then Skype and teleconferencing. Photocopying of journal articles has morphed into scanning and electronic delivery. Heavy use of print books and journals has all but disappeared. She has witnessed decreasing gate counts as more and more people make use of remote access. She has had to justify space for books and other printed materials against other institutional space priorities. She has watched as student study preference shifted from using study carrels and large tables in an environment of “silence” to small group tables, small group study rooms, and conference rooms where eating, drinking, and group discussions are sanctioned.

“Today the emergence of e-journals has had the greatest effect on the way academic libraries operate,” says Vicki. “Troubleshooting e-journal problems is a frequent need. Decisions on print versus electronic, to bind or not, bundled e-journal vendor packages, etc., are necessary. Due to remote access and decreasing gate counts, we need to find other ways to reach library users, particularly those who now see little need to visit the physical library. We find ourselves retooling libraries into student-centered, collaborative areas where print and electronic resources are used in tandem for group and special projects. When the Internet goes down or the lights go off, we are left feeling helpless!”

Vicki had always been enthralled with libraries and books, and the idea of becoming a librarian emerged while she was working on her B.S. in biology at Dana College, a small midwestern liberal arts college. In college she worked in the biology lab and as a student assistant in the library. Her advisor brought to her attention a medical librarianship trainee program with the U.S. Public Health Services, which would take advantage of her biology background and her interest in and experience with libraries. She applied to several schools that offered the program and ultimately selected the University of Illinois. “It was a really good deal,” she says, “because not only did it pay for my tuition plus some living expenses, but also provided training in a field that most interested me—science and medical librarianship.” The program lasted fifteen months, and she took courses in science, medical reference, and materials selection, and completed an internship with a faculty member doing research on animal physiology.

Her first professional position was as a science librarian at the University of Nebraska at Lincoln. She worked with its five branches, including the Chemistry, Geology, and Life Sciences Libraries. She was there for five years before accepting the position of head of the Veterinary Medical Library at Washington State University, where she made several moves into increasingly challenging positions and responsibilities. After three years, the library assumed responsibility for the College of Pharmacy collections and services and was renamed the Veterinary Medical/Pharmacy Library. Later, more medical collections were added and the name changed again to the Health Sciences Library. Finally, the library settled into the entity that it is today—the Animal Health Library.

Vicki is a member of the Medical Library Association, including the Veterinary Medical Libraries Section, the International Cooperation Section, and the Pacific Northwest Chapter. She is a distinguished member of the MLA’s professional development and career recognition program called the Academy of Health Information Professionals and feels that this sort of peer-reviewed certification is important to the profession. She is also a member of the Evidence-Based Veterinary Medical Association, the U.S. Agricultural Information Network (USAIN), and the Inland Northwest Health Science Libraries Consortium. “I feel that participation in veterinary and medical local, regional, national, and international library associations is very important,” she says. “Involvement with agricultural librarian groups such as USAIN is also quite valuable.” She attends professional conferences to keep up with technology as well as to network with colleagues. “Networking with my fellow veterinary librarians is an extremely important and valuable part of my job,” she says. This connection with colleagues often results in collaborative national and international projects that she finds rewarding.

To those interested in veterinary librarianship, Vicki says that subject interest or a background in the sciences are assets but are not mandatory. “What is necessary is an understanding of scientific and medical literature and research, as well as literature needs of researchers and how they use the materials.” She says that computer skills are a must, as are teaching skills and a willingness to learn new things. The ability to multitask is important, as well as the qualities of flexibility, adaptability “from species to species and back to human,” creativity, innovation, and the ability to manage and administer services and personnel.

When Vicki first decided to become a librarian, she never dreamed what a rewarding career she would have. “During my career I’ve traveled to more than twenty countries on five continents to visit veterinary libraries,” Vicki says. “I have friends all over the world and have longtime friendships that have lasted 25–30 years. My most rewarding activity as a veterinary librarian was serving as one of the founders of the International Conferences of Animal Health Information Specialists (ICAHIS). The very first meeting held in Reading, England, had eighty participants from eighteen countries. Subsequent meetings have been held in London, Copenhagen, Budapest, Ondersteport (South Africa), and Brisbane.” She is now involved in planning for the seventh ICAHIS, to be held in Boston, in conjunction with the eleventh International Congress on Medical Librarianship and the 2013 annual MLA meeting. “The meetings provide an avenue for me to meet librarians from all over the world and many countries,” she says.

Satisfying experiences occur in the library as well. “We once had a veterinary cardiologist who urgently needed an article in a journal that had not yet arrived at the library and was not available online,” she recounts. “His patient (a client’s dog) was in pre-op waiting to go into heart surgery. We called a veterinary librarian colleague at the University of Missouri who faxed us the article within ten minutes. The cardiologist rushed back to the OR with the article in hand. The next day, a box of chocolates was delivered to the library with this note: ‘Your dedicated service above and beyond the call of duty is greatly appreciated. The reference article you obtained aided in the positive diagnosis and subsequent surgical repair of a puppy’s congenital heart defect. The puppy is now at home and doing well.’ What could be more rewarding than that?”

Vicki recommends the following websites:


•  http://listserv.vt.edu/cgi-bin/wa?A0=vetlib-l (Veterinary Medicine Library issues and information electronic discussion list)

• www.vmls.mlanet.org (Veterinary Medical Libraries Section of the Medical Library Association)

•  http://hdl.handle.net/2376/1469 (Animal Health Libraries, Librarians, and Librarianship: A Bibliography)

• https://research.wsulibs.wsu.edu:8443/dspace/handle/2376/1376/ (the International Conferences of Animal Health Information Specialists, Proceedings, 1992–)

• http://mlanet.org/academy/index.html (the Medical Library Association’s Academy of Health Information Professionals)



Dolores Zegar Judkins

Head, Information, Research, and Outreach Department, Oregon Health and Science University Library, Portland, Oregon

“In the health care field, finding the correct information could be a matter of life and death.”

Despite the abundance of resources now available to the general consumer, finding appropriate and reliable health information is becoming more and more difficult. This particular challenge is one that Dolores Judkins, as a medical librarian, faces on a daily basis. It is also a source of great excitement for her.

As the head of the Information, Research, and Outreach Department at Oregon Health and Science University (OHSU) Library, a large part of Dolores’s job is to help students, faculty, and the general public connect with medical information. “The level of service given to any one person can be anything from simply finding an article or a book on a topic to doing in-depth research,” she says. “We may spend hours working on a MEDLINE search or finding specific information. We also do a lot of on-the-spot training with students, not only helping them find the information they need, but also helping them learn how to use various resources and introducing them to resources they may not know about.”

Dolores says part of what makes her job interesting is that, apart from very basic questions, she has never had the same question twice. “There may be different aspects of a topic, but it’s never exactly the same,” she explains. “It’s always thrilling when the person I’m working with gets excited about learning about new resources or finding the exact information they need. Every time someone says I’ve just made their lives easier makes it a good day for me. It’s exciting to me to open up a whole new world of information for people who have no idea that it’s out there.”

Dolores says that expert searching is essential when dealing with medical information. “Finding information is easy with Google and Wikipedia,” Dolores says. “However, finding the best information is not easy, and takes skill and expertise. I don’t believe I’ve ever answered a hard question without wondering what else I might have missed. In the health field it’s particularly important, when it really could mean the difference between life and death. Knowing all the ins and outs of a database, using controlled vocabularies and Boolean logic, are all skills that need practice. Finding 25 very good articles on a topic is far superior to finding 250,000 web pages on a topic.

“Librarians have now become teachers,” Dolores continues. “Sure there’s Google, but learning how to negotiate Google and other databases or search engines to find the best information is a skill that librarians can pass on to their patrons. Expert searching includes thinking beforehand about the best places to find the information. Rarely do I use only one resource. Moving from one resource to another presents different facets of an answer. Reference librarians are still needed to do the hard, in-depth searching, to help others learn how to search more effectively, and to guide others to the correct resources.”

Dolores is responsible for five librarians and one library technician. Besides general departmental administration duties such as budget, staff evaluation, and hiring, she is also part of the Collection Development Committee and does general reference work such as bibliographic searching, reference desk staffing, and instruction. The library’s primary clientele are OHSU students, staff, and faculty. One of the services offered to faculty, and for which Dolores is responsible, is the Library Liaison Program. This program “provides a platform for dialogue between the library and OHSU schools, departments, and programs in order to enhance the library’s understanding of user needs and to promote the library’s services and resources.” Each of OHSU’s librarians is liaison to one or more departments at the university. Liaison activities include periodic meetings with departments to relay updates on library services; tailoring specific classes for the department; providing assistance on research needs; orientations of new faculty and staff; designing a library portal for the department; and requesting information on specific resource needs from the department. As liaison coordinator, Dolores is kept quite busy.

“My daily work schedule varies, but generally includes meetings, reference duties, and teaching,” says Dolores. “There are never two days alike, it seems. A lot of my time is spent dealing with e-mail.”

Dolores says that technology plays a huge part in her job. She uses MEDLINE, a biomedical bibliographic database, on an almost constant basis. “MEDLINE was one of the very first computerized databases, putting medical libraries on the cutting edge,” she says. “I have been searching MEDLINE since 1977, in a variety of formats, so doing searches for others—or teaching others how to search—has always been a large part of my job. The ability to find good answers to clinical questions is a vital skill, and indexed online databases, such as MEDLINE, make it much easier than paper indexes. Also, e-mail and online journals and books make it much easier to get the information to those who need it quickly.”

Dolores uses blogs, wikis, and social software such as Facebook to keep up with what is happening in the field of medical librarianship. “I subscribe to blogs on evidence-based medicine in libraries, medical reference, and others,” she says. “We use a blog at work to communicate among departments. I also keep up with changing technology by attending conferences, reading the literature, talking to other librarians, and taking continuing education classes. It’s never-ending, but always interesting.”

She is a member of the Medical Library Association and is a distinguished member of the MLA’s credentialing society called the Academy of Health Information Professionals. She is also a member of the American Library Association, the Association of College and Research Libraries, and her regional chapter of the MLA. “The medical librarianship field is a very tight and supportive group,” she says, “possibly because many medical librarians work in hospitals where they are solo librarians. Having a connection to other librarians through technology is very important; it’s like having virtual colleagues. I do believe that if you are a member of a professional organization, you should participate in some way—as an officer, on a committee, or attending meetings.”

Having loved libraries her entire life, Dolores considered librarianship as a career fairly early on. While earning her B.A. in sociology from Portland State University, she worked as a student library assistant. After graduation she joined VISTA (Volunteers in Service to America; now called AmeriCorps). “I considered social work until my VISTA experiences convinced me that I was not cut out for that,” she says. “I applied for library school and was lucky to receive a fellowship award at the University of Oregon for a Community College Library fellowship program, which meant that my education and living expenses were covered for my year of library school. After I received my M.L.S. I joined the Peace Corps where I set up the first public library in Honduras. Since then I’ve worked in public libraries, special libraries, and health sciences libraries (both hospital and academic).”

Once she became a medical librarian, Dolores took a course on medical terminology. She continues to take continuing education classes on different aspects of medical librarianship. To those interested in a similar career, she says, “You have to always want to learn new things and have knowledge of what is on the horizon. Even though you may not use a particular technology, you need to know what it is and how it’s used. You have to hire good people who are interested in always learning as well. You have to want to help people find the information they need, and you have to be able to pass on to them the desire to get the best information available.”

Dolores says that being a librarian today is very different from when she first became one. “At that point, computers were not a part of a librarian’s daily work. Although our goal has always been to find the best answer to a question, today we can find more and better information much more quickly using technology. Librarians have had to change with the times, continually learning as newer technologies become available. I believe that the use of technology in libraries has made the field more attractive to many people. The old image of the librarian searching through books has been changed to librarians spending more time teaching, helping with online research, and designing online guides to make research easier. I suspect that if there had not been such huge changes in librarianship over the years, I would have looked for another career after a while. The fact that I have had to continue learning new things and doing new things has kept this profession interesting to me.”

If you are considering becoming a librarian, Dolores says, “Do it! I have been a librarian for over thirty years, and I still love it. If you like to find answers, it is the job for you. Spend some time working in a library before you go to library school if you can; it will help you make up your mind if that’s what you really want. If you intend to work in a specialized library, such as a medical or science library, take some classes in those fields so that you understand the discipline. Librarianship is fun. Every day brings a new question that can test our skills and knowledge. Although there are days I wish everything would stop to let me catch up, I’m always interested in what research tool might be just around the corner.”

Dolores recommends the following websites:


• www.mlanet.org/resources/expert_search/ (Medical Library Association Resources: Expert Searching)

• http://pss.mlanet.org/mailman/listinfo/expertsearching_pss.mlanet.org (Expert Searching electronic discussion list registration)

• http://ebmlibrarian.wetpaint.com (Evidence-Based Medicine Librarian blog)



David Bigwood

Assistant Manager for Library Services, Lunar and Planetary Institute, Houston, Texas

“Like Alice, catalogers must run as fast as they can to remain in place.”

Imagine having at your fingertips a box of original reports from 1969 compiled by the crew of Apollo 12 as they conducted experiments on the surface of the moon. Imagine that these Lunar Surface Experiments Package Status Reports, which contain crucial research information, have been recently recovered and have not yet been made available to the planetary science community. Imagine the thrill of being responsible for scanning each document and making them available on the Web. Now stop imagining, because this is not fiction. This is one of David Bigwood’s ongoing projects in his position at the Lunar and Planetary Institute (LPI) Library.

The Lunar and Planetary Institute, located in Houston, Texas, is a research institute that provides support services to NASA and the planetary science community. The institute’s library, the Center for Information and Research Services, contains more than 50,000 cataloged monographs, slides, maps, and documents and more than 170 current journals and newsletters. The subject emphasis of the library’s collection is primarily astronomy and geology. This collection is one of the eighteen international NASA Regional Planetary Image Facilities (RPIFs). “We have a mandate from NASA to provide access to mission imagery to the public,” David says. “The RPIFs receive the images returned from planetary exploration missions and make them available to the public, whether it be an elementary schoolteacher, a textbook publisher, or the Discovery Channel.”

Though his official title is assistant manager for library services, David’s primary duty is cataloging. “About 60 percent of my time is spent cataloging,” he says. “Much of our material is unique, so I do a lot of original cataloging. Most of our collection is in English, but we do have a good number of Russian items and some in other languages. The formats in the collection include texts, images, videos, globes, maps, electronic resources, models, and almost all formats other than music.” When working on projects such as the Apollo-era collection, David scans documents and maps, adds metadata to the files, and makes them publicly accessible on the Web.

David also does some reference, web, and systems work. “Just as in other small libraries, most of us working here do many tasks,” he says. “I am responsible for a weekly news page and podcast on our website. I participate in the SACO (Subject Authority Cooperative) Program and submit subject headings, cross-references, and classification numbers to the Library of Congress. As a cutting-edge research center, we are often among the first to publish and catalog new topics.

“Our primary patrons are the staff scientists and researchers doing related work at the Johnson Space Center,” David says. “Working with them are the graduate assistants. We give them the same service as the staff scientists. Most of these users have their work routines and only require assistance occasionally. Those who need the most assistance are the student researchers in the summer intern program for upper-level undergraduates. They work one-on-one with staff scientists doing original research, and they are required to write an abstract and present their findings at the end of the summer. They are working within a short time frame and have the least experience using the materials. Many of these are the planetary scientists of tomorrow.”

What David finds the most challenging about his job is the fact that cataloging is being completely overhauled thanks to technology. “Cataloging is in a state of flux at the moment,” he says. “The basic manual catalogers use, the Anglo-American Cataloging Rules, is being redone as Resource Description and Access. The structure we have used since the late 1960s is being reconsidered. Rather than MARC (machine-readable cataloging) format, we may use some flavor of XML. The materials we are dealing with are coming in ever-increasing numbers of formats. Also, there is a growing interest outside of libraries in description and access. Archives, museums, computer scientists, and content producers are looking at markup and access issues.”

David says that there is also a change in the tools used to store and display catalog records. The integrated library systems are splitting into distinct parts for staff and the public. “There is the addition of a social aspect to the public catalog,” he explains. “The community can add comments, keywords or tags, bookmarks, display their latest reads, and share this with the wider community in some catalogs. This community involvement is something very new to our carefully constructed catalogs. How to best harness the wisdom of the crowd is yet to be decided.”

Another challenge for David involves the increasing amount of material that is being licensed rather than owned. “The tools, structures, and work flows to deal with these items are still being developed,” he says. “It is very possible for a library to purchase access to a journal from several different sources. Each of those sources will have a different license with different rules concerning interlibrary loan, off-site access, copying, reserve copies, etc. Each provider will index differently, provide different coverage, and have a different interface. A cataloger will find it difficult to make this clear through the catalog record.”

David is very involved with social networks and experiments with social tools at work as well as for professional purposes outside of work. He writes a weekly column for the LPI called “What’s New” that includes an RSS feed for flexible distribution. The column contains three to six short pieces of interest to the planetary science community and has information about holidays, special events at the LPI, trends, new additions to the collection, tips on using services, and information about scholarly publishing. “For a couple of years I did a podcast based on ‘What’s New,’” says David. “I read the online text with some concessions to spoken rather than written English. It was about five minutes long. I used open source software and a microphone. The only investment was the time involved to record, edit, and upload the file each week. At first we were getting over a hundred downloads per week. However, as time went by we noticed nobody ever mentioned listening to the podcast. We asked for feedback on the show and received none. After that, we announced we would stop the show unless anyone spoke up. Silence. It seems the show may have had plenty of downloads but few listens. We tried an experiment, but it was not something that connected with our users.”

David recounts that he also tried to implement a MySpace page and a Facebook page for the library. Neither effort was successful at the time. “Our experiment may have been too early to have a positive result,” he says. “More of the younger members of the planetary science community are now on Facebook. As they become a larger group, our presence there might become useful.”

An example of social software that has connected well with the LPI community is Twitter. “We started using Twitter for connecting with our community,” David says. “One year later, we have over 1,300 followers. They are a mix of people in the planetary science community, librarians, and local readers. We receive a couple of follower requests each day. The short messages we put on Twitter often get expanded treatment elsewhere, like in ‘What’s New.’ Topics are pointers to resources and notices about the library, but might be more ephemeral or timely than the weekly treatment. For example, a stack of Apollo documents being put on the giveaway table would get mentioned here but nowhere else. This seems to have connected well with the community.”

David is also responsible for the blog Catalogablog (http://catalogablog.blogspot.com), a site for news about cataloging and metadata. “When I started it in 2002, it was one of the first weblogs dealing with cataloging issues,” he says. “I try to keep it professional, but it is mine and reflects my interests. I also use it as a place to experiment with a bit of metadata. Some posts include marked-up text, microformats, or metadata. I post about something I’ll want to keep track of, want to read later, or want others to know about.” The blog has increased David’s visibility with groups of weblog authors and readers, and he will often be approached at conferences by people saying how the blog helped them at work or in graduate school. “Nice to know it’s useful for someone other than myself,” he says.

At the personal level, David has a MySpace page and a Facebook page, and he uses an RSS reader to keep track of some weblogs, such as Planet Cataloging (http://planetcataloging.org), as part of his professional reading. “Reading is required in many areas to stay current,” he says. He also subscribes to several electronic discussion lists such as AUTOCAT (http://listserv.syr.edu/archives/autocat.html), an important source of communication among catalogers.

David first became interested in the library field through a young woman he was dating. “I was a few years out of college, having earned a B.A. in history from Assumption College in Worcester, Massachusetts. I was very dissatisfied with my career choice,” he explains. “I was ready for a change. The woman I was seeing was a librarian and had been an archivist. As we dated I became familiar with the career and realized it was much more than stamping and shushing. It sounded like a very good match for me.” He took a low-level reference position at the Houston Public Library and was happier there than he had been in years and decided this was the career for him. He earned his library science degree from the University of Texas at Austin and the University of North Texas. After graduating he was accepted for a technical services librarian position at the LPI. “I found I enjoyed tech services, especially cataloging, even more than reference,” he says. “The nice thing about working at a small special library is that I get to do a bit of public service as well as cataloging; there are so few of us that everyone has to do a bit of everything.”

David is a big believer in continuing education through professional memberships. He is a member of the Special Libraries Association, the Physics Astronomy Mathematics Division of SLA, the OLAC (Online Audiovisual Catalogers), and the Texas Library Association. In the past he was involved with Toastmasters International. “Public speaking is not something that came naturally to me,” he says. “I had to work at it. Speaking before a group, whether it be a few coworkers at a staff meeting or a crowd full of colleagues at a natural conference, is all part of the profession. The skills I acquired at the local Toastmasters group have been invaluable.

“I think the ability to continue learning will be essential in the cataloging profession for the foreseeable future,” David says. “There is just too much changing at the moment to rely on skills learned in graduate school. New technology, concepts, and tools will demand new skills. Like Alice, we must run as fast as we can to remain in place. If we want to make any progress we’ll have to run even faster. I doubt cataloging in ten years will use many, if any, of the tools we now consider basic. For the next several years, change will be the only constant.

“One nice change is that technology has made communication much easier,” David continues. “E-mail, chat, blogs, microblogging, and many other channels of exchanging and receiving information are all very useful. I get to one or two conferences a year. But with the new communication tools I am connected to the profession. No longer am I a lone cataloger or a lone planetary science librarian; now I have a connection to a wide community.”

To library school students, David says, “Your education does not stop with the M.L.S. Your formal education might end there, but you must keep learning. Read books, articles, and online resources. Don’t limit yourself to library science; many other fields can contribute to your success. Marketing, public relations, computer science, information architecture, and many other fields can all inform your work. Work on your writing, public speaking, budgeting, and networking skills. Take advantage of information education opportunities that become available.

“If you are interested in a career in cataloging, take some classes but also try to find an internship or volunteer at a local library doing cataloging,” David concludes. “This not only will give you some practical experience but will also allow you to see if this is really what you want. If you are interested in special libraries, you need to educate yourself in the subject matter. A familiarity with the subject area is necessary, as is feeling comfortable with the topic. At an interview you have to be able to convince the interviewer that you are not afraid of the topic and are interested enough to stay current.”

David recommends the following websites:


• http://units.sla.org/division/dpam/ (the Physics-Astronomy-Mathematics division of the Special Libraries Association)

• http://planetcataloging.org (Planet Cataloging—an aggregation of blogs related to cataloging and metadata)

• http://listserv.syr.edu/archives/autocat.html (AUTOCAT electronic discussion list for catalogers)

• http://olacinc.org/drupal/ (OLAC: Online Audiovisual Catalogers—the Internet and AV Media Catalogers Network)

• www.toastmasters.org (Toastmasters International: Become the Speaker and Leader You Want to Be)



Roslyn Donald

Business Librarian, San Mateo Public Library, San Mateo, California

“I attribute a lot of my success to being able to articulate the library’s worth to businesspeople.”

Few people think of public libraries as a place that can help with careers and business. Roslyn Donald is trying to change that, at least in the community of San Mateo, California. In her position, she makes every effort to convince the local business community that the library can save time and money in various ways. For her, promoting the library and its resources is an unwritten job responsibility.

As the business librarian at San Mateo Public Library, Roslyn spends about half of her time serving on the main reference desk answering both general and business questions. “Often, business folks will make an appointment with me if they want my undivided attention,” she says. “I also get e-mail or phone referrals from other libraries or the city’s business resource center. Sometimes I work on these requests while I’m on the desk; sometimes during off-desk time.”

Roslyn’s business clientele fall into three groups: job seekers, individual investors, and small business owners (either existing businesses or start-ups). “I would say that small business represents the largest number of reference requests,” she says, “with job seekers being second and investors third. I think this has changed a lot in the last 8–10 years. The investor types used to be more prominent, but as financial information has moved to the Web, they have moved with it. Also, as brokerages start to offer more online services, these folks have less need of library services.”

The library patrons who seek out Roslyn’s help have a variety of backgrounds. “Most of my patrons have at least a four-year college education,” she says, “and a large percentage have an advanced degree; San Mateo is a well-educated area. I see a lot of women changing careers, as well as computer/IT/financial types wanting to be self-employed as consultants. However, I’d say another 30 percent of my business patrons are recent immigrants who speak English as their second language, which can be especially challenging. Some are well educated in their home countries but very new to American life and customs. Others may not have graduated high school. These folks are more likely to be starting brick-and-mortar businesses such as landscaping, day care, restaurants, or import/export.”

Roslyn has several additional responsibilities, including the maintenance of the library’s home page and its calendar of events. She also represents the San Mateo Public Library on the Information Services Committee of the Peninsula Library System Consortium. This committee is dedicated to refining the web catalog and making decisions about database subscriptions. She maintains the library’s partnership with the San Francisco Small Business Development Center and manages a grant from the Certified Financial Planners’ Board for financial planning workshops.

Roslyn is also involved with collection development. “I collect in several subject areas, including computers, personal finance, investing, folklore and social customs, careers, small businesses, and the trades,” she says. “Plus, I often speak to community business groups to promote the library’s business resources—business referral networks, job seeker support groups, Rotary and Kiwanis clubs, etc. The library recently became a cooperating collection of the Foundation Center, so I’ve been doing a lot of marketing to local nonprofits.”

Roslyn says that being “technology literate” has helped her in her job. “Not only does it increase my productivity,” she says, “it helps me stay in tune with concerns of the local, very technical business community (we’re at the northern end of Silicon Valley).” She says that she has always been much more comfortable with technology than many of her peers. “My comfort level meant that I didn’t spend much time wringing my hands about ‘the way things used to be,’” she explains. “Now that I’m getting older, though, I can feel myself starting to get set in my ways, even as an avowed ‘early adopter.’ When new technology or tools come along, I purposely make myself try them. I want to stay comfortable with technology as it evolves. That’s why I have a Facebook account and I at least tried Twitter before I gave up on it.”

Roslyn is very proud of the “delicious” list (www.delicious.com/SanMateoLibrary/) she helped to create. “I attended a presentation about ‘delicious’ and other social bookmarking sites at Internet Librarian 2006 and was instantly captured by the possibilities,” she says. Delicious (www.delicious.com) is a social bookmarking service that allows you to save all your bookmarks online, share them with other people, and see what other people are bookmarking. “The first thing I did when I got back was convert all our ready reference bookmarks to delicious, then I added everything that was on my personal desktop. It took a while to get the rest of the staff to use it, but now they are all fans.”

Roslyn finds blogs to be useful in keeping up with changing technology and is a fan of librarian.net (www.librarian.net) and Librarian in Black (http://librarianinblack.net/librarianinblack/). “I have a home advantage,” she says, “because my husband is a programmer, and he tells me about trends that he thinks might affect the library. We subscribe to Wired, PC Magazine, MacTech, and Linux Journal at home, to give you an idea of our dinner table conversation!” She attends conferences when the budget allows, and says that the Internet Librarian conference is an invaluable resource for learning about new technologies. She is also a member of the California Library Association.

Librarianship was not Roslyn’s initial career choice. She has a B.S. in foreign service from the Georgetown University School of Foreign Service. “I often joke that my education prepared me well for working in the foreign land that is California!” she says. “The real reason the degree suited me is that I didn’t have to pick a major, but could study all the history, political science, and languages that I wanted. My true need to be a generalist was showing.” Right out of college, she worked as a clerk in a small law firm library. When she was sent to Lexis/Nexis training, she immediately “fell in love” with databases. After teaching English for a while in the People’s Republic of China and Taiwan, she returned to the United States and decided to enroll in library school because she had loved using the databases in her first job.

While in the library school at San José State University, she worked for Information Access Company (now Cengage Gale) as an abstractor for Promt and as a project manager. The company offered tuition reimbursement. After graduating, she worked briefly at a couple of “dot-bombs” until the business librarian position became open at San Mateo Public Library. “I applied for the business librarian job as a joke,” she says. “I had no real library experience, much less public library experience, and thought I didn’t have a chance. However, I had a decent grasp of business jargon and structures due to my Promt abstracting experience, and I am strongly committed to the role of public libraries in our community. I guess they must have liked my jokes, because they hired me!”

In addition to being familiar with business jargon and basic business structures, Roslyn says that public speaking is a necessary skill for those interested in business librarianship. “I spend a lot of time and energy articulating the library’s worth to businesspeople,” she says. “Networking is also important, as is being technology literate. You have to truly enjoy helping people and talking to people about anything at all. If you prefer to spend your day just communing with your computer, look elsewhere. The librarian’s role is not primarily research anymore; it’s teaching and training and explaining the library’s role in the community. Be sure that’s what you want to do all day long before you commit to the M.L.S. degree.

“There is no pot of gold at the end of the rainbow! Don’t expect to make much money,” Roslyn advises. “You have to balance the day-to-day drudgery of ‘Where’s the bathroom?’ and ‘Why can’t I get more time on the Internet?’ with the more fulfilling aspects of the job. The days I spend enforcing policies and making grown-ups act like adults are the ones where I think, ‘Just why did I get a master’s degree?’ But then there are the days when I talk to the patrons whose businesses take off with my help, or who have found great jobs, or just found a good book to read. Those are the days when I remember that this is the best job in the world.”
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