Conference talk

Hi, everyone.

Obviously everyone here has had some exposure to serials.  If your exposure leans more to the theoretical, not the practical, here are a couple of examples that a staff member found last week when examining some titles in the course of her work:  “This journal is published four times a year in March, July and November”; and, “This journal is published monthly (except February)”-note that the date on the front cover says “February 2003”.  This is typical.

I have had a varied career in serials.  My 22 years have been divided roughly in half between technical services (Preservation, Interlibrary Loan, and Acquisitions) and public services, all at NCSU.

My first job at NCSU was as a binding clerk, which is a great way to get exposure to all types of material.  Of course the bulk of the material being bound is serials, so you quickly learn about title changes, splits and mergers; and about publishers’ mistakes, which become a part of the history of the title – these mistakes make you appreciate that greatly used library phrase “attention to detail”.

When in binding, I had a wonderful mentor, before the word “mentor” was in vogue.  I was privileged to work with Mrs. Gloria Houser, who not only knew everything there was to know about serials, but also was willing to teach everything she knew in our problem-solving sessions.  I think that mentoring is very important in serials.  Serials are so complex that paraprofessionals and beginners really need to be taught the “whys”, not just the “how tos”.  It also is important if you are on the learning end, that you take the time to research and understand the nature of serials.

After several years of working in binding, I moved to the Forestry Library at NCSU, where I stayed for a year.  This was my first exposure to public service, and here again, a librarian was pivotal in my knowledge.  From John Abbott, I learned much about how to conduct a reference interview, and the information needs and expectations of researchers.  Again, John took the time to answer my questions, and often volunteered information after he had assisted a researcher.

This enabled me to move to another public service job, managing the Air Resources Library, which is located on the NCSU campus.  Truth to tell, this is the job I liked the most of all my jobs, ever.

The Air Resources Library is a research library dealing with the effects of air pollution and global change on ecosystems.  The holdings of the library are primarily reprints from scientific journals.  As the manager, I worked directly with air quality scientists from several programs to assist them in their research needs.

Part of my job was to select the appropriate material to add to the collection, based on knowledge of the work being done by the researchers, and to keep enough peripheral information to keep the library’s users informed of research trends.  My staff and I were responsible for updating and maintaining a database on pollution information, which was unique to that library.  Twice a month, I prepared an electronic listing of new acquisitions and sent the list to subscribers.  So here I kept up my technical skills, albeit on a small scale, in acquisitions and budgeting, database management, and very basic electronic publishing.

In 2001, when the EPA began revising the ozone standards for the country, the researchers dealing with plant effects utilized the Air Resources Library’s database and literature searches as the core for their literature reviews.

This gave me a great deal of job satisfaction.  I felt that I had made a real contribution to something that mattered to me on a personal level.

All this is my way of saying that knowledge of serials can open all kinds of unlikely doors.  It also gives you great confidence in your abilities, because I am convinced that if you can understand serials, you can understand almost anything the library world throws at you.

Now I am back in technical services, once again behind the scenes.  Having worked in the public service sector, I have a greater appreciation of the importance of what I do now, which is supervise the serials acquisitions at NCSU.

Serials work is hard, and often is underappreciated.  But it is intricate and involved and is very important.  In serials, the newest, most up to date results are reported, whether it is the latest medical finding, the worst air quality violation, or the latest gossip on your favorite celebrity, and providing that information to the user is very rewarding.  I would encourage anyone to accept the serials challenge.  You’ll win.

