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JAN SANDERS is Director  

of the Pasadena (Calif.) 

Public Library; jsanders@

cityofpasadena.net.

Jan is reading Love 

Medicine by Louise Erdrich 

and Easter Island by 

Jennifer Vanderbes.

Vanishing 
Librarians 
Revisited
Happy spring! It’s late enough that even those of you in the icebound 

north and east should be seeing a few signs of the thaw. Here’s to 
spotting that robin and crocus leaf real soon!

Recently, I was catching up on some professional reading and came upon 
a treatise from the ever-opinionated John (“LJ”) Berry. His remarks, pub-
lished in the February 15, 2008, Library Journal are titled, “The Vanishing 
Librarians.” He opines that librarians are quickly becoming a dying breed, 
that personal service and one-on-one conversations are being replaced by 
self-serve desks and automated responses. Further, he states that OCLC has 
taken over the cataloging function, and that a small in-house selection team 
or (horrors!) vendors are actually selecting the bulk of titles to be added to 
local collections. To come full circle he states that since libraries need fewer 
and fewer professional librarians on staff, management itself can now pass 
to non-professional librarians serving as CEOs. (Witness both Kansas City 
Public Library and Memphis Public Library and Information Center.) While I 
am not so naïve as to assume that I might change the mind of the illustrious 
Mr. Berry, I would offer the following for consideration.

First, let me say that I am a product of a very strong public-library-focused 
graduate program at Indiana University. In addition, I defined myself as a 
professional early on in the game and have spent decades supporting the 
profession and its attendant organizations, both state and national. I believe 
that our work is a profession and that it requires specialized knowledge and 
understanding. However, do the changes Berry notes signal the death of that 
professionalism? I don’t think so. 

One of the reasons users love their libraries (especially their branch librar-
ies) is the personal contact and familiarity they feel when they enter. How 
can we promote that? Even enrich it? Many library leaders have turned to a 
reduction of rote tasks to lighten work loads and free up face time with cus-
tomers. Installing self-serve checkout stations, automated computer reserva-
tion systems, and headset telephone devices that operate wirelessly and thus 
prevent staff being tethered to a service desk—all these create the freedom 
for personal attention and response. Surely the ability to work one-on-one 
with our users makes us better librarians, not weaker ones.

When you talk about professional duties, the most visceral response often 
is elicited by any change to the holy ground of book selection. Librarians 
have traditionally and faithfully evaluated their communities, defined needs 
and levels of interest, and been able to secure the titles and subjects needed. 
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We’re good at that. We’ve been 
trained to do it well. But, like many 
efforts, book selection often falls 
under the 20/80 rule: 20 percent of 
the result demanding 80 percent of 
the effort. That is to say, many of our 
purchases are relatively standard-
issue: bestsellers, known authors, 
continuations or series, local writ-
ers, and the like. These additions 
need no deliberation, users expect to 
find them on our shelves, and we’re 
happy to fill that expectation. Why 
not, then, follow the successful lead 
of our friends in the bookstores and 
set up templates for buying these 
titles? Let the professional selec-
tors spend their calories evaluating 
the total scope of the collection 
and determining its appropriate-

ness today. Not historically, today. 
Skimming off the listings of must-
haves does not, in my opinion, 
weaken the work of the selector; it 
merely gives time and space for real 
concentration and evaluation. 





AliSoN kAStNER  

(alisonk@multcolib.org)  

is a Librarian in the Popular 

Library at the Central 

Branch of Multnomah 

County Library in Portland, 

Oregon. She is reading 

Divisadero by Michael 

Ondaatje.
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Keeping It 
Weird
A City, A State of Mind . . . A Library 
Program?
People who move to Portland, Oregon, inevitably fall in love with the place. 
Though frequent rain is not one of its most endearing qualities, it might well 
be the reason why there are vibrant subcultures happily growing like mold in 



verso

m a r c h / a p r i l  2 0 0 811

if we opened that door. We planned 
for a couple of crowd-drawing events 
to ensure that people would enjoy 
themselves and stick around to 
visit the tables. As an added bonus, 
Stephanie came up with the idea of 
giving away reusable book/grocery 
bags printed with the library’s logo 
and “Keep Portland Weird.” Reusable 
bags are all the rage in green 
Portland.

So we had a plan—now to find the 
participants. Luckily, one barely has 
to scratch the surface of Portland to 
get to the “weird.” Our original list 
included The Zoobombers—a group 
of guerrilla bikers who head up to 
the zoo five hundred feet above the 
city, only to “bomb” down the hill at 
top speed. We have a local chapter of 
the Cacophony Society, a group ded-
icated to Dadaistic events, because  
. . . well . . . just because. They 
are best known in Portland for 
SantaCon, in which Santa-clad 
members go on an extended 
pub crawl. Portland’s Bicycle 
Transportation Alliance not only 
advocates for bike commuters, but 
also hosts the World Naked Bike 
Ride each year. And then there’s 
the Oregon Friends of Jung, the 
Dixieland Jazz Society (devoted to 
the preservation of traditional jazz), 
the Portland Ukulele Association, 
the Ocean Paddling Society, the 
Old Library Studio (helping kids to 
compose, record, and produce their 
own music), the Carnivorous Plant 
Society, and so on. The only real 
issue would be to narrow down the 
field to fit them all in. 

We compiled our list and sent 
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a lengthy story about the upcom-
ing festival titled “Keep Portland 
Weird? That’s the Slogan—Don’t 
Wear it Out” that gave us some 
much needed public relations.1 We 
tried to forgive them for indulging in 
predictable stereotyping when the 
author wrote,  “‘Keep Portland Weird’ 
will hit what may be the ultimate 



“Tales from the Front” is a collection of news items and innovative ideas 
from libraries nationwide. Send submissions to the contributing editor.
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Contributing Editor 

JENNiFER RiES-tAGGARt 

is Executive Director, 

Brighton Memorial Library, 

2300 Elmwood Ave., 

Rochester, NY 14618; 

jtaggart@libraryweb.org.

Jennifer is reading The Secret 

of Lost Things by Sheridan 

Hay, The Camel Bookmobile by 

Masha Hamilton, The Yellow 

Wallpaper
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Having the MLS is not tanta-
mount to being a good librarian. 
There are several members on staff 
at my library that do not have the 
MLS degree but who are very good 
at what they do. One staff member 
is a cataloger while the other two are 
department heads. And then there’s 
the staff member with the MLS who 
can’t even figure out how to use the 
copier half the time. So, an MLS 
does not a good librarian make, in 
my opinion. Instead, a good librar-
ian is one who possesses a certain 
type of personality. He or she is 
friendly, intelligent, curious, tena-
cious, knowledgeable, and creative. 
No amount of education is going to 
instill these qualities in a person; he 
or she must be born with them. 

Another reason why I don’t think 
having the MLS is necessary is the 
fact that much of what I do on a 
daily basis wasn’t even taught at my 
library school. Courses in public 
administration, marketing, public 
relations, and Web publishing would 
have been extremely helpful to me 
in the various positions I have held 
in public and academic libraries. 
Instead of being properly trained 
and educated in these areas, I’ve 
had to learn on my own by trial and 
error, which can be costly in both 
time and money. 

It’s been a while since I have 
taken any library classes, so 
I thought I’d check to see if 
I’m way off base on this point. 
Unfortunately, a quick peek at my 
alma mater’s current course catalog 
confirms my fears that things really 
haven’t changed all that much. It 
lists one class in Web publishing 
and none in any of the other areas. 
I can’t speak for all MLS programs, 
but it appears that at least one 
school is more concerned with 
foundations of librarianship and 
information systems than course 



perspectives

p u b l i c  l ib r a r ie s 18

materials, and books, or where to 
go for the information, is really only 
focused upon in an MLS degree. 

We know that each generation 
brings new needs and often obtains 
information differently. Instead of 
records, you download; instead of 
reading a book, many like to down-
load and then listen while running 
off to the gym or traveling to and 
from work. The generation and 
socioeconomic gap that is getting 
wider even in this country can only 
be bridged by libraries offering com-
puters, discussion rooms, homework 
help, and all of the resources many 
would be without except for us. 
The library is there to offer this new 
world. It cannot be dated. There are 
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thing, contributes to how very white 
our field is. It disturbs me to think 
that we’re adding another hurdle to 
diversity in advocating so heavily for 
the importance of the library school 
degree.

At the end of all of this fuss, surely 





















internet spotlight

“Internet Spotlight” explores Internet and Web topics relevant to librar-
ians in the public library sector. Your input is welcome. 
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get the community behind the proj-
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successful in another. While experi-
ence is often transferable, there is 
still a good deal to be learned. It 
would be helpful if Marian could 
get a bit of training, but her reality 
is that there are no resources from 
which she could receive this training. 
Therefore, she should forge ahead, 
realizing that mistakes will be made 





passing notes

Contributing Editor 

MicHAEl GARREtt 

FARREllY is a Youth 

Services Librarian and 

graphic novelist living in 

Chicago; michaelfarrelly@

hotmail.com.

Michael is reading The 

Stories of Vladimir Nabakov 

by Vladimir Nabakov, DMZ: 

Friendly Fire by Brian 

Wood, Casanova: Luxuria 

by Matt Fraction, and 

The Homecoming by Ray 

Bradbury and Dave McKean.

“Passing Notes” focuses on young adult service issues, including pro-
gramming, collection development, and creating stronger connections 
with young adult patrons. The column will address these topics with a 
humorous bent and an awareness that the key to working with young 
adults is constant reinvention.

p u b l i c  
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feature

cAtHERiNE RitcHiE (catherine.ritchie@dallaslibrary.org) is 

Theatre Librarian, Fine Arts Division, Dallas Public Library. 

She is reading The Sweet Far Thing by Libba Bray and 

Interpreter of Maladies by Jhumpa Lahiri.

DAviD FEttkE (david.fettke@dallaslibrary.org) is Assistant 

Manager, Humanities Division, Dallas Public Library. He is 

reading The Last Chronicle of Barset by Anthony Trollope.

DAlE McNEill (dale.mcneill@gmail.com) is Director, 

Community Library Services Department, Queens (N.Y.) 

Library. He is rereading Blue Belle by Andrew Vachss.

GLBT 
PROGRAMMING AT THE 

DALLAS PUBLIC LIBRARY
 LESSONS LEARNED

I
n late summer 2004, a casual suggestion from a librarian to an administrator led a group of Dallas 
Public Library (DPL) employees to create the first-ever series of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender 
(GLBT) author presentations in the library’s history. While DPL’s clientele consists of many distinct 
populations, represented by special events and activities on a regular basis, no programming specifi-
cally targeted to the GLBT community had ever been attempted. But thanks to some highly motivated 
employees, DPL would tackle the project from the ground up. 

With the initial guidance of the library’s central administrator, an ad hoc committee was formed consisting 
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or website will serve all SMT research-related needs. 
Also, individuals in the general public will not be 
familiar with the specialized vocabularies of SMT 
information and may need help translating their 
needs into scientific language (we are all familiar 
with MeSH headings, for example, and know that 
customers wanting to treat a bloody nose may need 
to use the heading “epistaxis” at some point). 

Starting at the beginning, where the customer is 
at present, is the best course of action. And where is 
the starting point for SMT where the public is con-
cerned? Borchelt summarizes it as follows: 

More than 70 percent of Americans know, for 
example, that oxygen comes from plants, that 
the continents are moving and have done so for 
millions of years, that light travels faster than 
sound, and that the Earth goes around the Sun. 
However, one-half or fewer of Americans know 
that the earliest humans did not live at the same 
time as dinosaurs, that it takes the Earth one year 
to go around the Sun, that electrons are smaller 
than atoms, or that antibiotics do not kill viruses.15 

People learn about science in any number of 
ways, many of which do not jibe with an academic 
focus. Public libraries are composed of a broader 
audience than one would find in an academic or 
research-oriented culture such as the science com-
munity. Children, teens, and adult learners at all 
levels of information literacy must be served. One 
segment, the adult learner, was studied recently by 
Miller et al.16 Although most American adults have 
an interest in science and technology, fewer than 
one in five is able to read and understand the sci-
ence portion of The New York Times.17 Pew Research 
Center found that a growing interest in health stories 
in local media surpasses the audience for national 
or international news.18 Given this, ScienCentral and 
the National Science Foundation chose to track the 
impact of science news stories. Nineteen news stories 
relating to a variety of topics were offered to ABC and 
NBC television stations and affiliates. Retention of 
stories by viewers was measured and filtered through 

the schema learning framework, which describes 
how individuals process new information into previ-
ous knowledge and experiences. Almost half of the 
people studied had some recall of science material. 
Accurate recall was higher and more stories were 
recalled with topics in which there was some previ-
ous knowledge (teen behavioral stories, for example), 
and lower with newer topics (neuroscience, genetics). 
Stories covered on local news stations reached the 
biggest audience. Attention, interest, experience, and 
education level affected recall. When visual images 
to illustrate a concept were used (instead of a talk-
ing head), retention of information was significantly 
greater among less-educated people. 

Combining this information with findings by 
McInerney, Bird, and Nucci and Brossard and 
Shanahan, librarians can begin to think about ways 
to get science information across to a general pub-
lic.19 McInerney, Bird, and Nucci illustrate that lan-
guage formation around newer science topics can 
cause some confusion (that is, Frankenfood), and 
that the lay press does not follow scientific pub-
lishing when highlighting topics.20 Brossard and 
Shanahan further explore the idea of a “civically liter-
ate” science vocabulary framed by science informa-
tion as presented in American media.21 These studies 
allow a librarian to extrapolate methods for helping 
the public with science. Perhaps a partnership of the 
local library and the local news station could produce 
short television segments capable of reshaping a cus-
tomer’s vocabulary (for example, Frankenfood) into 
something more usable (like genetic modification) 
in an information-literate society. A visual pathfinder 
might be created. Start with words they know, and 
slowly build. Perhaps librarians can be more sensitive 
to the need for graphic imagery when working with 
a less-educated public. These television segments 
might have a simple graphic relating to finding more 
information in the library, which might encourage 
potential customers. Information on adult learning 
should be applied. For example, the television seg-
ments should always relate to something practical 
that the customer might be working on, should start 

“”

A recently published article from a Brazilian 
librarian reminds us that in a “globalized world 
only those people with access to information 
and knowledge will have the best opportunities 

to improve their quality of life.”
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AV Xpress™—Without any staff assistance, 
patron can unlock an AV security case following 
successful self-checkout of item. Currently supports 
Kwik Case®, SecureCase™, and One-Time™ cases. 
RedTag™ cases coming soon. 

DiscXpressII™—Patron uses empty case 
during self-checkout; once completed, DiscXpressII 
dispenses CDs & DVDs from secured storage. 
Integrates with a standard Apex XpressCheck self-
service kiosk so that all library materials may be 
checked out in a single transaction.

Talk to us about:

Integrated Technology Group
 Self-Checkout
 RFID
 Automated Materials Handling (AMH)

www.integratedtek.com

sales@integratedtek.com

877.207.3127




