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“And it came to pass that when Kutta the Book 
God made the first Library she saw that it 
was good. She called the librarians together 
and divided them as a herder divides the 
sheep and goats. To the first group she 
spoke, saying, ‘You shall dwell in the light 
and serve the readers and your glory shall be 
great.’ Then she turned to the second group 
and spoke, saying, ‘You shall dwell in the 
darkness. Secret shall be your ways, and 
hidden your practices. You shall not know 
the public, neither shall any reader know 
you. Go forth and classify.’ ” 

Michael Gorman
“On doing away with Technical Services Departments”
American Libraries, vol. 10, no. 7 (July/August 1979), p. 435.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Michael Gorman wrote those words back in 1979. They sound pretty extreme, but in some libraries, the division between public services and technical services is almost that bad. In some libraries, the division between paraprofessionals and MLS-holding librarians is almost that bad. In some libraries, the division between circulation and reference, or the division between acquisitions and cataloging, or the division between librarians and network administrators, or the division between . . . you get the idea. Libraries have internal walls that no one can see, but everyone knows they’re there. Remember Les Nessman in WKRP in Cincinnati? With his lines of tape on the floor? "These are my walls!" Don’t laugh. You know the walls are real. You’ve probably bumped into them yourself at some point. And the walls are not always bad. Sometimes I wish I had more of them. But often, the walls get in the way of getting work done.

Why do I think I have anything to offer on this topic? I've worked at the Criss Library at UNO since 1995, longer if you count my time as a student shelver. Most of my years have been in cataloging, now called access and metadata, but I have worked in circulation and in reference, and I used to regularly work hours in reserve and ILL. And while I've never worked in acquisitions, when we implemented shelf-ready processing a couple of years ago, I worked very closely with the acquisitions folks, and developed at least a cursory understanding of their workflow. So while I'm primarily in cataloging, I've had a little experience in a lot of different departments, so I feel like I have a reasonably decent overview of how the library as a whole functions. Or at least how my library functions. Every library, of course, is different, depending on number of staff, departmental organization, organizational culture, and other variables.

In many libraries, departments become isolated and compartmentalized. I’ve seen this at my library, and I’ve heard many anecdotes from colleagues and on various library mailing lists, and I've read it in article after article. People know their own jobs and do them very well, but no one really knows what anyone else does. Isn't that fine? Why would anyone need to know the details of someone else's job? 

If you take a technical services person--who might be a fantastic cataloger, but who is somewhat introverted by nature--and force her to work a public service desk, is that really fair to her, who wishes she could be back in her cubicle doing what she knows, or to the patron at the desk, who wishes she had someone to help her who knew a little more about how to use the databases? 

On the other hand, if you take a technical services person who might be a fantastic cataloger but who would really like to broaden her horizons, and allow her to work on a public services desk, wouldn't that be great both for her, who gets to see how patrons really use the catalog, and for the patrons, who will be astonished at the tricks she knows for deep searching. 

Notice the difference between force and allow. For good or for ill, personalities and individual preferences will always be a huge part of the success or failure of any cross-departmental endeavor.

After the implementation of shelf-ready processing at my library, TS people--librarian and para alike--were asked to spend a portion of our time staffing public service desks. A real fear grew among many of the TS folks that our work was no longer valued and that our jobs would be dissolved or absorbed into public services. Then one day, in conversation with someone from reference, I discovered that the PS folks were worried, too. With online ordering, increased behind-the-scenes work on database subscriptions and license agreements, increased focus on technical support for distance education students, and other intensely computer-oriented work, the PS folks were terrified that their jobs were going to be transformed into TS jobs!

That's very interesting, if you stop and think about it. TS fear becoming PS. PS fear becoming TS. Why are we afraid of each other? Aren't we all headed for the same goal? Connecting people and materials? It always helps to remember Ranganathan's Five Laws. 



S.R. Ranganathan’s
Five Laws of Library Science

1. Books are for use.
2. Every reader his or her book.
3. Every book its reader.
4. Save the time of the reader.
5. The library is a growing organism.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ranganathan's five laws can serve as a communication tool in the sense that they provide a common foundation for all library departments. They establish the ground rules for everyone's work. You all know where you're coming from and where you're going.

The veneer of library work isn't even recognizable from a few years ago, but the underlying philosophy still applies. Substitute websites, CDs, DVDs, media files, Playaways, resources, Amazon Kindles, or whatever else for books in Ranganathan's laws, and they still apply. Substitute user for reader if you must, but the core meaning doesn't change.

"Books are for use." Academic, public, and school libraries are different from archives and museums. Preservation is only a secondary goal. Satisfying people's information and entertainment needs should be the top goal.

"Every reader his or her book." This seems geared toward public services, guiding people to the resources.

"Every book its reader." This seems geared toward technical services, providing access points to make the book findable to anyone who might be interested.

"Save the time of the reader." Remove every barrier you can, whether that means streamlining your OPAC, posting helpful directional signs, adding contents notes to records, or whatever else you can think of. 

"The library is a growing organism." Change happens. You can't stop it. You might as well roll with it, or else you might get rolled over by it.

All of our jobs are becoming more complex, no matter what department you're in, and that trend will only continue as more and more new technologies and services come into play. Ever notice how whenever one task is dropped from the workflow, it seems like three or five new ones appear to take its place? It's like the hydra. For all our automation, we don't have any less work. Just different work. 

Few of these new tasks fit clearly within the traditional boundaries of any one department. There is no longer any such thing as a person who is so specialized that they do just one task, at least not in a mid-sized university library. Perhaps in larger libraries, absolute specialization may still be possible. But I know in smaller libraries, the lines have always been blurred.

Small libraries have a big advantage in this regard. You may not realize it’s an advantage, but it actually is one of a small library’s great strengths. When the staff is small, you all talk to each other. There's a lot of overlap in your tasks. Everyone has to be prepared to pitch in with any job. You don’t get little island kingdoms, at least not to the degree that larger libraries get. 

If you're in a library where there is a sharp and noticeable divide between PS and TS, that's something you really have to look at closely. I mentioned that there are a lot of different types of invisible barriers in libraries, but that PS/TS disconnect is the one that looms large. It seems to be almost universal, regardless of type of library.



A little historical perspective . . .

“In the 1940s, university library departments 
were divided by subjects, and librarians 
typically served dual functions (reference and 
technical services) within a certain subject or 
discipline. This type of organizational model 
began to fade with advancements in 
automation, as librarians found new ways to 
specialize as those who organized information 
(i.e., catalogers) and those who retrieved 
information (i.e., reference librarians).”

M. Nathalie Hristov. 
"Trends, Issues and Practical Solutions for Cross Training Catalogers to Provide Reference 
Services: A Survey-Based Study." 
Technical Services Quarterly, vol. 23, no. 1 (2005), p. 35-51.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It wasn't always so. Back in the 1940s, subject specialists would handle everything in their subject areas, from ordering to cataloging to reference work. Later, with the advent of automation, some librarians didn't want to work with computers, and others did. And the divide was born. TS worked with computers. PS worked with people (Hristov, 2005, p. 36).

An increasing amount of PS work is deeply technical in nature. And at its core, TS work is just behind-the-scenes PS work. In a healthy TS department, folks understand that everything they do is for the sake of the users. If it doesn't benefit your users, then what's the point? 

Of course, since TS people don't often interact with the users directly, they need PS folks to tell them what the users like and don't like about the catalog or any other interface or process managed by TS. Likewise, PS folks often don't have a really strong grasp of the intricacies of how the catalog or the ordering process works. Sometimes, something that reference may regard as a problem might have an easy solution, if cataloging realized that there was a problem to be solved. An OPAC display issue might be fixable by a minor tweak to a MARC tag. PS holds the patron preference piece of the puzzle, while TS holds the coding piece. Communication is key for fitting them together. 

The library as a whole is always stronger when people from different departments talk to each other. This doesn't always require big meetings or committees or task forces or cross-training. Often, problems are brought to light and resolved in chance hallway conversations. "What are you working on today?" "Oh, I didn't know we could do that!" Or even, "Wow, I didn't know we were already doing that! Can I get involved?" Communication takes many forms, and you should never limit yourselves to only one channel. Openness is the foundation of communication.



Communication Tools

• E-mail
• Bulletin Boards
• Staff Newsletters
• Staff Forums and Meetings
• Wikis
• Blogs
• Good, old-fashioned face-to-face conversation

Don’t forget the positive power of praise! 
Kudos and thank-you’s improve morale, and good morale can improve 
communication by making everyone more willing to listen to each other.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Janet Greser, the Para section web guru and Keynote editor, gave the following examples of good communication:
Email -- "let others know what your department is doing so they can get on the bandwagon." She provided the example of her children's librarian doing a story-telling session, and the adult librarian preparing handouts for the parents. 
Bulletin boards and staff newsletters -- let others know what's coming up in the next month so they can foresee the potential impact on their work. She gave the example of how, after a genealogy session, the reference desk would experience a rush of clientele asking for genealogy resources. Knowing about the session in advance, they could anticipate the rush and have the resources out in the open.
Staff forums -- "make it when everyone can come so no one misses out, always have food (why else would you get together), always have time for questions" (J. Greser, personal communication, Feb. 15, 2008) 

To Janet's list, I'd like to add wikis and blogs as potential communication tools. But more on those later. And don't neglect the value of good, old-fashioned face-to-face conversation.

Janet also stressed the importance of praise and kudos. "[G]ive and encourage others to express their thankfulness for the...desk staff who are your front line of 'defense' so to speak, the catalogers who are great at details, the boss who always gets the 'buck' stopped at their desk" (ibid). Can't argue with that. Communication is good. Positive, affirming communication is even better. 

It's important to share knowledge because you never know what information someone else might find to be useful. I remember one time a colleague from acquisitions excitedly told me about something he'd figured how to do in the staff-side of the catalog, a quick, easy way to navigate through a list of records. Well, I had been using this same trick for so many years that I'd forgotten where I'd learned it, and I'd never mentioned it to anyone because it had honestly never occurred to me that no one else knew how to do it. And he's never let me live down the fact that I'd had knowledge and had not shared it. And so I learned a lesson. Even a small piece of knowledge may be large for someone else, if it makes their job easier.

It's important to know who does what so that you know what is already being done! You don't want to duplicate efforts. Who has time for that? We had a bit of a fiasco at one time with our new books displays. Cataloging had been handling it for years, and we were in the process of ordering new display carts and revising our procedures. Unbeknownst to us, administration had an idea to have circulation and the promotions and marketing department take over new books, and they'd already ordered special display racks and were in the process of developing procedures. When the conflicting plans came to light, there was much anguish all around. Well, one way or another, eventually everything worked out, and our library now has a smoothly running new books process. But the long, drawn-out months of confusion we went through over what could have been a simple process stand as a reminder of how a lack of communication--or miscommunication--can result in a lot of wasted effort and sore feelings.



Image source: I Can Has Cheezburger?
(http://www.icanhascheezburger.com)

Used with permission.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It's important to share knowledge so that you discover how the work of different departments overlaps. Maybe a process done in one department would really fit better in another. This is really hard, because sometimes people can be very territorial. But it's okay to let pieces of your work go to other departments, if it makes sense. For example, reserve determined that it would be better patron service if the location of "reserve" displayed in the brief view of catalog search results, not just in view that requires you to click all the way into the record. Public services had noticed that with all the improvements in our brief displays, hardly anyone was clicking into the full records anymore. Reserve had the ability to edit item records, but not bib records--bib editing was solely cataloging's domain--and that brief display at that time pulled its information from the bibs. We went around a bit on the procedures, trying to figure out the fastest way to get the materials in and out of cataloging for that adjustment, and then we realized the best option was to give bib edit rights to reserve folks. They weren't going to abuse it. Letting them edit bibs did not devalue cataloging, nor did it dump a huge burden of work on reserve. The time spent adjusting that location code was much less than the time it would have taken them to compile a list of titles to give to cataloging, and much, much less than the time it would have taken them to load the materials on a cart to send to us. Trust your colleagues in other departments. Cross-training can be a good thing when it makes everyone involved understand the process better.



Three Types of Cross-Training

• Positional Clarification – Telling

• Positional Modeling – Showing

• Positional Rotation – Doing

Elizabeth Blickensderfer, JanisA. Cannon-Bowers, and Eduardo Salas. 
“Cross-Training and Team Performance.” 
Making Decisions Under Stress: Implications for Individual and Team Training. 
Washington, D.C.: American Psychological Association, 1998. Pg. 299-311.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And now that I’m on cross-training, I should note that there are actually three different types of cross-training.
Positional clarification – Telling
Positional modeling – Showing
Positional rotation – Doing
(Blickensderfer, Cannon-Bowers, & Salas, 1998, p. 301-302.)

When you say “cross-training,” most people automatically think of the last type, actually training someone to do a task in another department. But it doesn’t always have to be that deep. Simply telling or showing others how you do your work, and likewise learning how they do theirs, can increase your understanding of how the pieces fit together. At the Atkins Library at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte, they put together a structured set of meetings where every single one of their twelve departments presented “its overall purpose and primary activities.” (Metzger, 2006, p. 3-4). This program was well received by the staff, and they thought it greatly improved communication between the departments.

positional clarification
informational meetings
wikis
"meet the department" articles in a staff newsletter
positional modeling
demos
shadowing
open-houses
positional rotation
full job switching (not recommended)
sharing of tasks at hand-off points in the process
sharing of tasks that are not clearly within the traditional workflows of any existing department
watch for instances where one department has seasonal downtimes that coincide with another department's seasonal busy times, and let those with spare time help out those who are buried
return the favor when the positions are reversed




Team Performance

Coordination
And Backup Processes

Shared
Mental Models

Cross-
Training

The Pearl

Adapted from Michelle A. Marks, et al. 
“The Impact of Cross-Training on Team Effectiveness.”
Journal of Applied Psychology, vol. 87, No. 1 (2002), p. 3-13.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Cross-Training  Shared Mental Models  Coordination and Backup Processes  Team Performance (Marks et al, 2002, p. 5).

Cross-training can be like a grain of sand. Hopefully that doesn't mean that it's like an irritant stuck in your shoe. Think of the grain of sand that serves as the seed for a pearl. From cross-training can grow shared mental models. That is, cross-training puts everyone on the same page, giving them the same overview of the organization as a whole. Shared mental models, in turn, foster better coordination, constructive feedback, and the ability to back each other up in the event of illness, vacation, or seasonal surges in work. And that, in turn, enhances overall team performance. (Credit for the pearl metaphor goes to Karen Hein, Chair of Library Operations, Criss Library, from feedback given during a practice run of an early version of this presentation.)



“When [library employees] do not fully 
understand the decision-making process of a 
librarian from another department, they may 
question the validity of his/her decisions or of 
implied library policies . . . . Within this milieu 
of fragmentation, the library’s ultimate goal—
providing the patron with the best possible 
service—can be hidden. McCombs postulates 
that interdepartmental cooperation and the 
understanding of each other’s departmental 
functions are the keys to actualizing the 
library’s higher goal.”

Eleanor Gossen, et al. 
“Forging New Communication Links in an Academic Library: A Cross-Training Experiment.”
The Journal of Academic Librarianship. Vol. 16, no. 1, 1990, p. 18-21.

Gillian McCombs. 
“Public and Technical Services: The Hidden Dialectic.” 
RQ. Vol. 28, Winter 1998, p. 141-145.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
That shared mental model is especially important. "When [library employees in a particular department] do not fully understand the decision-making process of a librarian from another department, they may question the validity of his/her decisions or of implied library policies" (Gossen et al, 1990, p. 19). Which leads to kvetching, an us-versus-them mentality, and what Gossen describes as a "milieu of fragmentation."

You don't want to be surrounded by a "milieu of fragmentation." And if you already are, you sure don't want to stay there. Gillian McCombs wrote, "An understanding of what the other does, and deciding how to help each other achieve common goals and objectives, is essential." (McCombs, 1998, p. 141). She was writing about the PS/TS divide, but those words apply just as well to the para/librarian divide and probably any other divide you encounter.

If your library does the positional rotation style of cross-training, may I emphasize the second half of the word cross-training: training. Let me say it again: training. I've heard many horror stories of people being tossed out onto the reference desk with no formal training in how to use the databases or how to conduct a proper reference interview. Sink or swim. That's not cross-training. That's torture. 



“[W]hile over two-thirds [of surveyed 
university libraries] used nonprofessionals at 
the reference desk, 80% provided no formal 
in-service training.” 

Thus, the trend toward the 
“professionalization of the paraprofessional 
staff” has a dark side, in that “training of 
paraprofessionals has not kept pace with the 
use of paraprofessionals.”

Frada Mozenter, Bridgette T. Sanders, and Carol Bellamy. 
“Perspectives on Cross-Training Public Service Staff in the Electronic Age: I Have to Learn to 
Do What?!”
The Journal of Academic Librarianship. Nov. 2003. Vol. 29, no. 6, p. 399-404.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One study found that "while over two-thirds [of surveyed university libraries] used nonprofessionals at the reference desk, 80% provided no formal in-service training" (Mozenter, 2003, p. 399). Thus, the trend toward the "professionalization of the paraprofessional staff" has a dark side, in that "training of paraprofessionals has not kept pace with the use of paraprofessionals" (Mozenter, 2003, p. 400) Workshops and individualized training sessions, among other strategies, can help solve this.



“[A]s interdependencies increase, tasks 
also increase in general complexity. 
This makes it neither impossible nor 
desirable to provide full cross-
training. . . . We suggest highlighting 
duties that demand the greatest 
degree of cooperation and high 
interdependence among teammates.” 

Elizabeth Blickensderfer, JanisA. Cannon-Bowers, and Eduardo Salas. 
“Cross-Training and Team Performance.” 
Making Decisions Under Stress: Implications for Individual and Team Training. 
Washington, D.C.: American Psychological Association, 1998. Pg. 299-311.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Blickensderfer, an authority on cross-training, acknowledges, “as interdependencies increase, tasks also increase in general complexity. This makes it neither impossible nor desirable to provide full cross-training. For example, we list surgical teams as highly interdependent teams and we recommend positional rotation as a cross-training strategy. However, a detailed positional rotation training for a surgical team is inconceivable. The implication is that researchers and trainers must identify particular duties to highlight during cross-training. We suggest highlighting duties that demand the greatest degree of cooperation and high interdependence among teammates” (Blickensderfer, Cannon-Bowers, & Salas, 1998, p. 303).

In other words, cross-training has limits. In a library setting, then, cross-training a circulation worker to do copy cataloging might be fine, but expecting them to assign call numbers and subject headings would be a problem. Likewise, having a technical assistant work a shift on a help desk is fine, provided that all involved understand that for this person to have to answer a detailed reference question about an obscure Nebraska statute from territorial days is beyond expectation. Cross-train the basics, but leave the high level stuff with the specialists. And always make sure the channels for referring complex problems to the right person are clearly defined.



At the University of Auburn Libraries, 
Alabama, “reference librarians were 
often baffled about to whom they 
should report certain kinds of problems, 
especially those involving databases and 
electronic journals.”

When a problem doesn’t get reported, it 
doesn’t get solved.

Antonia Olivas and Henry McCurley. 
“Working across Divisional Lines: How One Large University Library Cross-Trains and 
Works as a Whole.” 
Library Administration & Management. Spring 2006; 20, 2, p.81-84, 89.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
At the University of Auburn Libraries, Alabama, they had a situation where "reference librarians were often baffled about to whom they should report certain kinds of problems, especially those involving databases and electronic journals" (Olivas & McCurley, 2006, p. 83). And so problems just didn't get reported, and thus continued to be problems. Then the head of their serials maintenance unit, after working on the reference desk and getting closer to the ref folks, came up with the idea of having an e-mail alias for the ref folks to send all their techy questions to, and the e-mail would go to several key people in all the various technical services areas. Then the appropriate person would claim that problem and follow up on it.

So make cross-departmental communication easy. Avoid that "well, we don't know who to talk to" trap by setting up an e-mail alias like the University of Auburn Libraries, or by designating a point person to field all questions and direct them to the right person, or by posting a list of contacts for specific problems. 



Screen shot of my library’s internal wiki.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is a page from my library's internal wiki, with a list of common problems so PS can see who in TS to contact. We're even considering migrating to a trouble-ticket system for TS questions. 



“ ‘Library assistants can't do that!’ . . . 
has become something I hear so 
often I feel like Cinderella when she 
asked to go to the ball and was told 
that only princesses were allowed.” 

Marianne Reynolds. 
“Only Princesses are Allowed at the Ball! Removing Limitations Placed Upon Paraprofessionals.” 
Library Mosaics, Nov./Dec. 2003, p. 18-19.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hierarchy can also get in the way of efficiency. Some libraries have a barbed-wire boundary between professional and paraprofessional work. Marianne Reynolds of the California State University Library, Sacramento, wrote that she heard the phrases, "Library assistants can't do that!" or "Only librarians are allowed to" do such-and-such task so often that she felt "like Cinderella when she asked to go to the ball and was told that only princesses were allowed" (Reynolds, 2003, p. 18). You may have a princess in your library. You may want to learn a new task, and have someone telling you no. And maybe there's nothing you can do about that. Sometimes there's not. Or maybe you just need an ally in another department. Or maybe you need to be sneaky.

A friend who wishes to remain anonymous described to me the extreme job segregation at her library. Paraprofessionals of all types, from pages to computer aides to circulation clerks, are absolutely forbidden to answer reference questions, even basic directional questions like, "Where are the psychology journals?" This friend relates that sometimes referring questions to the reference desk can be very inconvenient for all involved, especially the patron who ends up standing in line just to have someone point him in the right direction. Sometimes paras get subversive in situations like that, glancing over their shoulder to make sure no one is watching before they answer the patron's question.

In other libraries, paraprofessionals do almost everything librarians do, for less pay. Which seems just as unfair, but in a different way. And quite often, new librarians end up being trained by paras who've been at the library for a long time (Barks, 2002, p. 16). But in the best environments, paraprofessionals and librarians don't think so hard about the boundaries between them but rather on the best ways to do the tasks at hand.

Just because you're a para doesn't mean you're not powerful. Even if you're the lowest ranked person in your library, you can still lead by example. And by leading I don't mean telling others what to do. One form of leadership is taking full responsibility for a work process--whatever it is you do--and making yourself the expert on that process. Every para in my library has at least one thing that they alone do on a regular basis, so everyone is an expert on something, which makes them the leader--the go-to person--for that process. What are you the expert on? Do you know the expertise of all of your colleagues? Open the lines of communication yourself. Go up to your colleagues and ask questions about their work. Pay attention to what they say. Share your ideas and insights. 



Tips for Using Strategic Planning 
Meetings to Foster Communication
(A secondary effect of the planning process which 
could have lasting, positive effects librarywide.)

• Get people away from their work areas.
• Mix them up with others from different 

departments.
• Give them an interactive activity that makes 

them talk and think together.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our library periodically does strategic planning. Admittedly, some of these experiences have been horrible and traumatic for all involved, but when done well, strategic planning can be a wonderful thing for your library. I'm not talking about the strategic plan itself. With the exception of a dedicated few, primarily in administration, most folks read the final document once, then promptly forget about it. On the ground level, the real benefit of strategic planning is the process--the act of getting every single member of the library staff, MLS-holding librarians and paraprofessionals alike, out of their work areas and interacting with each other. And yes, obviously not everyone can attend every event. Someone has to staff the main service points whenever the building is open. So make sure you have more than one event, and that it's not the same skeleton crew who gets left behind every time. Switch off.

At our last round of strategic planning, we made an effort to get everyone out of the library building altogether. And I do feel entitled to say "we," because I served on the Strategic Planning Committee. The committee was well mixed with regard to rank and department. Since we're a university library, we trucked over to a meeting room in the student center. Public libraries may have more difficulty doing something like this, although a restaurant with a back room that can be booked for meetings might serve the same purpose. Or, if there's no money to be spent on such things, make sure to meet in the most neutral ground your library building has to offer. Whatever it takes, just get people away from their regular work areas. Then, mix people up. Sit folks at tables where everyone comes from different departments. Don't make them listen to presentations, boring people standing up front talking like I'm doing right now. Give them something interactive, something that makes them brainstorm together, from pie-in-the-sky visions of what the library could be in ten years right on down to their day-to-day workflows right now. "If you could change one thing about your workflow, what would it be? And why?" Once people start sharing ideas, they build alliances across departmental lines. Then, when everyone settles back into their routines, and the days and weeks pass, you might notice more people continuing to talk with folks in other areas. "Hey, I have this idea. You guys in circ already do something like this, right? What do you think of expanding it to cover such-and-such? Or teaching us to do it?"



I don’t have a slide to go with restructuring,
so please enjoy this moment of Zen.

Radhošt’, Czech Republic, October 2005.
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Restructuring is another thing that can influence communication one way or the other. Generally, the call to restructure comes from above or from some outside administration, although I have seen some mini-restructurings happen more locally, when some duties are shifted about within a department or between two highly intertwined departments. Often restructuring can be massively traumatic for everyone involved. It's like cross-training, except you never get to go back to your old job. But there may be a silver lining. 

At our library, there used to be a wall dividing acquisitions and cataloging. Not a solid wall, but a range of shelving. You could see through it, but no one really talked through it. The departments almost never interacted. We didn't really even say "good morning" to each other. During the last round of restructuring, they talked about merging the departments and having everyone in both areas do both sets of tasks. Not surprisingly, everyone panicked. And that wouldn't have been a very good idea anyway, as it would have destroyed a lot of the specialization and expertise we have in our units. Effective retraining requires crossing the right people into the right jobs. Taking away tasks people love and excel at and making them do work that relies on their weakest skill sets is a guaranteed way to build resentment and crush morale. Good crossing should expand on people's natural talents. 

Returning to our library’s reorganization: One person from cataloging was moved permanently into acquisitions, taking her cataloging knowledge with her, and one person from acquisitions was moved into cataloging, bringing her acquisitions knowledge with her. The transition was not as smooth as one would have hoped, but they picked up their new duties well, and they're both great at their new jobs. A few months later, the two departments moved into a relatively small room together and got rid of that wall. Sure, we're on opposite sides of the room, but there's a lot of cross-talk. We think a lot more about how the work of either crew affects the other. And we share student workers, whereas once we each had our own and would never have considered sharing, even if one unit was swamped and the other was looking for something to do. Overall, it has made a lot more solidarity between acquisitions and cataloging. We're no longer "us" and "them" but just "us." 

Now for the rest of the library. We're currently undergoing a building renovation. In the plans, all staff areas will be consolidated to the same side of the same floor, instead of our traditional split onto different floors. It is my hope that we'll be able to build the same kind of solidarity with circ, reference, ILL, and others, once we're all physically closer to each other and able to see each other working.

That's kind of important. Actually seeing the other areas working. But if you can't be in the same physical space, then at least share virtual space. Maybe a wiki, maybe an internal blog. Something that lets everyone can see what everyone else is doing. 

Of course, while wikis make great institutional knowledge repositories, when they get too big, no one has time to keep up with every new article, procedure, or project proposal that gets added. So don’t set up a wiki or a work blog and expect that to be sufficient for disseminating information library-wide. The round peg really doesn't fit into the square hole. You can't expect a wiki or blog or whatever other cool new 2.0 thing to solve every problem. It can't. It can probably solve one problem very well, but you'll always need different tools for different jobs. Wikis serve fantastically as warehouses for policies, procedures, meeting minutes, decisions, and other things that need to be searchable. Blogs and e-mail lists work much better for news and updates.



“We email what we’ve done on a computer 
problem, someone else searches a different 
way on the Internet, someone else sees the 
step we missed, someone else remembers 
that happened before and we did this. 
Then we document and can find the 
answer in our ‘notes’ for the next time. 
Everyone doesn't have all of the answers, 
but together we can find them.”

Janet Greser, our own Para section web guru and Keynote editor, in a private e-mail, Feb. 15, 2008.
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Janet Greser, whom I mentioned earlier, told me about her team:
"We email what we've done on a computer problem, someone else searches a different way on the Internet, someone else sees the step we missed, someone else remembers that happened before and we did this. Then we document and can find the answer in our 'notes' for the next time. Everyone doesn't have all of the answers, but together we can find them" (J. Greser, personal communication, Feb. 15, 2008). This is exactly the kind of situation I'm talking about when I say wikis are perfect repositories of institutional information. A staff wiki would allow everyone to add their insights on the process to a common file that everyone could edit, and would also provide permanent storage for those notes, so they would be searchable the next time anyone came across that same problem. An alternative to a wiki, which may be more suitable for smaller libraries with fewer people, could be the good, old fashioned three-ring binder approach. Hey, if the technology was obsolete, they wouldn't still be making binders.

In her vision of her library, Janet wrote, "I can visualize a drawing going from one department to the other showing how each of us work together helping each other out, in a sense training each other, sharing ideas" (ibid). By now you recognize this as a hybrid of the positional clarification and the positional modeling styles of cross-training. See, no one needs to know the fancy words. This stuff is almost instinctive. Humans are social creatures. Communication is natural for us.
I'll add that anything worth saying is worth saying in multiple venues. Face-to-face is always important. E-mail remains important. And never say anything critical only once and expect it to stick.

Which brings me back around to cross-training. You can't show someone how to do something once, then expect them to remember it in six months if they haven't had the opportunity to practice all along. Likewise, you can't tell someone what you do once, then expect them to remember a year later that you're the one they're supposed to take a particular problem to if they don't interact with you in the same workspace every day. Periodic refreshers are always helpful.



Pieces of the
Cross-Departmental Puzzle

• Open conversation with people from 
other departments

• Formal, library-wide communication
• Cross-training

Your Library is More than the Sum of its Departments
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In summary, some of the pieces of the cross-departmental puzzle are:
Casual conversation with people from other departments
hallway chats
informal meetings with a printout of some problem in hand
Formal, library-wide communication
e-mail aliases
discussion lists
blogs
wikis
meetings
staff forums
newsletters
Cross-training
positional clarification
positional modeling
positional rotation

With good communication, cooperation, and cross-training, library departments can work together more effectively, because your organization is so much more than a collection of departments.



“To effectively communicate, we must realize 
that we are all different in the way we 
perceive the world and use this 
understanding as a guide to our 
communication with others.”

Anthony Robbins
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I'd like to leave you with the following quotations . . .



“Coming together is a beginning. Keeping 
together is progress. Working together is 
success.”

Henry Ford



“No one can whistle a symphony. It takes an 
orchestra to play it.”

H.E. Luccock



“The single biggest problem in 
communication is the illusion that it has 
taken place.” 

George Bernard Shaw
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And some words of caution . . .



“The most important thing in communication 
is to hear what isn't being said.”

Peter F. Drucker
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