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For Your enriChment
Diane Zabel, Editor

Many librarians have been asked to take on additional respon-
sibilities during these tight economic times. In this column, 
Maureen Perry writes about what she learned from her year 
as a hybrid librarian, splitting her time between reference and 
special collections. She found this assignment enjoyable, and 
her essay reminds us of the value of job exchanges and other 
job enrichment opportunities.—Editor

M any reference librarians find themselves taking 
on duties outside of their respective skill sets. 
What follows is the story of my academic year 
in special collections. I hope that the insights I 

have gained there will inspire others to make the most of the 
learning opportunities that these assignments can present. 
Though the term archive has a specific meaning, I shall use 
the terms archive/archival and special collections interchange-
ably for the sake of brevity. 

An	unexPeCTeD	oPPorTunITy
The University of Southern Maine’s (USM) Lewiston-Auburn 
College houses an extensive collection of items related to lo-
cal and regional Franco-American life.1 When it lost a coor-
dinator, I was asked to help maintain the Franco-American 
Collection (FAC) until a new coordinator could be hired. 
Though not an archivist by training, I do serve on the collec-
tion’s board of directors and as liaison to the college’s arts and 
humanities division, which includes French North American 
studies. The college’s dean saw the collection’s potential as a 
community resource. 

I spent the 2009–10 academic year in two worlds: special 
collections and regular reference. Although I had no formal-
ized training in the area, I was able to put together my own 
training plan. From the head of special collections at our 
Portland campus I learned about the appropriate forms; other 
local special collections librarians showed me some preserva-
tion basics.2 The curator of the college’s Atrium Art Gallery 
helped me design and mount window displays.3 

SPeCIAL	CoLLeCTIonS	reFerenCe
The most rewarding part of the experience was working with 
the patrons. Though I still worked with patrons daily in my 
regular post, I found that reference work in the FAC differed 
from my regular work in two major ways, which only served 
to help further develop my reference skills. 

Firstly, archival reference questions can be time intensive.4 
As O’Donnell points out, seemingly basic factual questions 
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can often involve deep contextual research. This concept 
can apply to regular reference questions but applies espe-
cially well to archival questions.5 As a Franco-American and 
a Lewiston native, I often found myself drawing upon my 
background, as well as turning to local experts (including my 
own mother), in helping patrons with their research. 

One patron was researching local parochial schools, and 
since my mother had attended parochial school and later 
served as business manager for one of the parishes, I drew 
upon that expertise.6 Now in my regular reference consulta-
tions I more frequently mention the value of using subject 
experts as information sources. 

Secondly, special collections differ from regular collec-
tions in their arrangement of materials. Generally the ma-
terials in a special collection are not shelved according to 
a call number order.7 The FAC’s items are arranged first by 
geographic region (with a particular emphasis on Lewiston) 
and then by general subject. Biographical materials have their 
own section and are filed alphabetically by biographee. A 
finding aid describes what is located where. While this point 
may seem obvious, the quality of the finding aid did impact 
the reference service I was able to provide, especially since 
patrons often came to see particular items. 

Back in my regular role I now have more appreciation for 
good cataloging and description. When I send notifications 
about new books in my liaison areas, I pay closer attention 
in case I catch a discrepancy in the catalog record. I recom-
mend items to my patrons, and our catalogers enable us to 
find these items. When I create subject guides, I am now 
more mindful of what wording would best help my patrons 
find what they need.

I have gained a special appreciation for the role of out-
reach. The better you know your collection, the better you 
can promote it. Promoting the collection attracts donors—
whose gifts impact the collection’s inventory. Likewise, know-
ing my regular collection helps me better evaluate potential 
donations, weeds, and purchases. In addition, I can recom-
mend FAC items when they fit a general reference question.

CroSS-TrAInInG	TruTHS
My cross-training experiences reflect corresponding truths 
of cross-training in general. Cross-training is an investment 
in time, and DeZelar-Tiedman mentions the learning curve 
involved in most cross-training.8 My learning curve involved 
the aforementioned preservation basics, archival record-keep-
ing, etc. as well as making time for the in-depth contextual 
research my reference questions entailed.

Cross-training is also a study in interrelationships. It al-
lows the trainee to better understand the interdependence of 
different library functions.9 This idea reflects my experience 
in special collections, from finding items to using them to 
promoting them.

TIPS	For	reFerenCe	LIBrArIAnS
Cross-training scenarios can differ considerably. Here are 
some tips that can apply to most scenarios:

Ask for Help
A cross-training experience can be a learning experience, 
but you can—and should—ask for help when needed. As I 
mentioned above, I had a great deal of help in areas where I 
had less experience or talent.

Spot the Connections
Since cross-training highlights the interrelatedness of library 
functions, make use of the concrete opportunities these con-
nections present. For example, I was helping a patron with a 
question on Franco-American cooking. I found a cookbook 
that later filled a gap in a window display I was designing. 
These serendipitous moments do take place: don’t dismiss the 
ways in which one duty can inform another.

Seek Learning Moments
I realize that many cross-training assignments are not as pleas-
ant as mine has been. Even I sometimes felt torn between the 
two worlds. However, most job experiences can be learning 
experiences. Keep your eyes and ears open for insights that 
you can bring back to your regular duties. Doing so may help 
you make the best of your situation.

Document, Document, Document
From the beginning of my assignment I kept a log of my re-
lease time activities. This made my supervisor and the dean 
aware of the many things that needed doing. It also helped 
during my performance evaluation. Even now it helps me 
inform the new coordinator of priorities I have identified. 
For most people, good documentation can help with perfor-
mance appraisals and with finding the learning opportunities 
as mentioned above.

The documentation can take forms other than text. For 
example, I have maintained the link to an online mini-exhibit 
I created.10 This link can serve as a record of my learning and 
as an outreach tool.

WHAT	HAPPenS	nexT
The College has hired a new coordinator for the FAC. I still 
serve on the FAC’s board of directors. Now the opinions I 
offer at board meetings are better informed by experience.

By incorporating its primary sources into my instruction, 
I can still promote the FAC. Now I am working on ways to 
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include FAC holdings in courses outside of French North 
American studies.

My supervisor followed Margaret Myers’s definition of 
staffing: “all methods of matching skills available with the 
tasks to be performed.”11 I had the good fortune of still work-
ing within my comfort zone (the reference duties) and within 
an interest area (Franco-American studies). All the same, the 
assignment filled a temporary need for the college and made 
me a better reference librarian as well. 

Many institutions face lean staffing situations in these 
tough budgetary times. If sharing my story can help others 
in their added duties, then my experience has been doubly 
worthwhile.12
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