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Mashburn Library Observation

I made two visits to the Marshburn Library at Azusa Pacific University, a Christian college located in the San Gabriel region of Southern California.  On the first day, I shadowed head reference librarian Irene Robinson and concentrated on the library format.  When I returned for the second visit, I focused on student workers at the circulation and reference desks.   My findings are as follows:


When I first arrived on campus Friday September 20, 2006, I immediately looked for Marshburn Library, one of three APU libraries.  Fortunately, it was situated about 1/8 of a mile from the main parking lot.  At Marshburn, students seek information primarily for music and business courses. If they need materials related to psychology, education, and nursing, they visit the Darling collection.  Students make numerous trips to the Theology Library since Bible courses are graduation requirements.  


The layout of Marshburn allows for social interaction and quiet study.  When I first walked into the library, I viewed comfortable furniture where students and faculty conversed and lounged while drinking cups of coffee.  The café was conveniently located right next door.  Irene Robinson explained how the library staff wanted to create a Starbucks like atmosphere.  She argued how this has increased library visitations.   Immediately following the student lounge, I came across the circulation desk.  As I made a left hand turn, I saw technology stations with updated computers and a large laser jet printer.  There were more to the right as well.   I read the sticker on one computer screen, outlining the requirements for accessing work.  Users may put the data on a CD, utilize a flash drive, or use the printer.  If they save the information on the documents section of the hard drive, the work will be deleted.  As I moved further left from the circulation desk, I discovered the reference station followed by a few shelves of instructional materials. Next, I saw a small Writing Center by a computer classroom.  I then found the Reading Room.  Like the student lounge, this section also included cozy couches and desks.  However, it is placed towards the back for more privacy.  At the far end, I noticed a small Media Center.  At the front desk, I found a limited DVD collection.  I saw videos, musical scores and textbooks, film, a few reference materials, a Zerox machine, and a card catalog in this area.  On the right hand side of the first circulation station, I came across the Interlibrary Loan Desk, student study rooms, and senior staff library offices.

After viewing the library arrangement, I spent the rest of the first day observing and interviewing Irene Robinson, the head reference librarian.   During our exchange, she outlined her responsibilities.  She regularly checks her email for any useful professional correspondence. On this day, Robinson spent approximately 15 minutes assisting a student in a job search.  She also helped another student find the reward for a current contest, another PR tool.  As a way of increasing library use, Robinson described how each student was given a glossy sticker to place on the blue screen of library computer.  Each participant is guaranteed winning a prize like a pen or bookmark.  She also mentioned how another duty is reading over dissertations and thesis papers for proper formatting.  I now realize how I better comprehend the MLA, APA, and Turabian formats before completing the library program because of my aspirations in academic reference work.  Robinson also instructs college freshmen on using the library database and reference materials.  She visits five freshmen composition classes to give a brief presentation of Marshburn.  Before Robinson’s arrival, students must complete a brief technology survey regarding their computer literacy skills and academic goals.  Later, students visit Marshburn for applying these research strategies into practice.   Towards the end of our interview, Robinson responded to my questions about academic libraries. For example, she looked on the university web page and talked with the head librarian for the salary schedule.  After I left Marshburn, I became really excited about the possibilities in this field.


On Thursday September 26 at 2:30 PM, I was ready to observe the librarians in action. I briefly scanned the room to review the configuration noted from the first day.  Afterwards, I paid close attention to the activities at the front circulation desk and reference station adjacent to it.  I quickly surmised this as a slow time because I did not spot a senior librarian for nearly an hour.  Patrons were mostly studying and using the computers.  However, I saw five student workers congregating around the circulation desk for nearly 15 minutes.  I realized most were part of the library staff from their name tags.  However, two student employees, behind the circulation desk, did not wear them.  However, they did engage patrons in a friendly and confident manner.  The student reference librarian, who eventually returned to her post, performed her job extremely well.  This employee assisted a student in using the database and narrowing the search on tennis for nearly twenty minutes.  Since this employee was the only one at the reference station, I wondered what would happen if another patron needed assistance.  At the other end, the workers at the circulation desk pleasantly addressed students who needed to pay fines, get directions, or check out books.  One student worker also attended to someone with a computer question.  I also worried about one senior office worker’s door being wide open during his absence.  I found it disconcerting to see a couple of student workers getting Zerox paper from there.  I observed another student staff member at the media library for the last thirty minutes of my visit.  She worked quietly on computer work. She did answer a phone call about billing.  That section of the library was practically silent.  Only three students studied there.

Even though my overall view of the library operations was positive, I had some concerns.    I was impressed with the senior management’s trust in the student workers.  Yet, I think one senior librarian must be present at all times.  What would happen if a faculty member had a specific problem a student employee could not resolve?    What if the University President came unexpectedly and no senior staff member was there?   A library head in plain view would also reduce the socializing among the student staff. Many of the minor annoyances mentioned would be further alleviated with better clarification of the responsibilities and delegation of the tasks. This does pose some fundamental questions.  How many student workers are needed during any particular shift?   Is the library responsible for hiring a certain number of student helpers?  It must be a challenge to coordinate the student course schedules with the library hours.  I believe Marshburn could function with only half of the present staff, at least during the time I was there.  Perhaps, the student workers are more needed during exam periods and other busy times during the semester.  Why was no one available at the Interlibrary Loan Office?  I am sure it must be boring to sit there due to its limited use..  Perhaps, senior staff could establish a work rotation where students move from the circulation, reference, media, and interlibrary sections.  On a more positive note, I found all employees knowledgeable and competent.  That was especially true of Irene Robinson.  Through her sharing, I am more interested in becoming a reference librarian.  Marshburn provides a wonderful atmosphere for research and social exchange through its configuration and friendly staff.  The library will run even more smoothly with minor improvements. 
Memo #1- Letter to Superior
Date:  26 September 2006

To:  Senior Library Staff 
From:  April Geltch, student library worker

Subject:  Student Worker Behavior

Could you please review appropriate conduct for student library workers at the next staff meeting?  As a student employee, I am grateful for the positive and friendly atmosphere in the library.  However, I am concerned and remorseful about our actions during yesterday’s afternoon shift.  When we were not directly communicating with patrons, we socialized on and off for about an hour.  We stopped after senior librarians returned from their lunch break.  Naturally, we enjoy interacting with each other when there is little to do.  On the other hand, I believe we must model the behavior expected of our visitors. When our fellow classmates and faculty come through the gates, they have a mindset for quiet work. The same should hold true for the student workers. 

These suggestions may be helpful in creating a more productive and calm environment.  Perhaps, you could allow us to complete course assignments during the slow periods. Not only would this reduce the talking among ourselves, it would create a more serene atmosphere for the visitors as well. I also think assigning us to specific tasks would be helpful.  While we merged at the front desk, there was no one at the reference section or the interlibrary loan office. Since some parts of the library, like the circulation desk, receive more business, we could rotate responsibilities.  By moving us to different stations in the library, we will concentrate more on our work.  Learning new library functions will be an additional bonus.  Even though it maybe difficult given class schedules and work study obligations, you should consider scheduling us on different shifts.   In reality, only half the present workers are needed for duty during early weekday afternoons.  


I sincerely thank you for all your faith in the student workers.  You trained us to assume the responsibilities for running the library in your absence.  Mostly, your trust has not been misplaced.  When patrons needed assistance, we are there. Even on this particular afternoon, we provided wonderful service.  The student reference librarian kindly assisted a fellow classmate on a research project.  Those who worked the circulation desk checked out the books, handled library fines, and gave directions in a gracious and competent manner.  By reminding us of a few simple rules of conduct, we can maintain a place for learning. 
Memo #2-Letter to Subordinate
Date:  28 September 2006

To:  Student Library Employees
From:  Senior Library Staff
Subject:  Student Worker Responsibilities


There is a matter which must be brought to your attention.  During your work schedule, you are expected to complete library tasks.  It is imperative you remain at your assigned area.  If patrons need assistance, they deserve the right to have someone available at every section of the library.  If you finish before the end of your shift, you may work quietly on class assignments.  However, please socialize with you fellow co-workers outside the library.  Fellow students and faculty members deserve a place to complete their work without being distracted by conversations among student workers.  Work rotations will be considered.  Please let us know which sections of the library interest you.  Training sessions will be provided as needed.  


Remember, you are the employees visitors see when they come to the library.  Mostly, we hear patrons praise your positive attitude and great service.  Marshburn Library will only remain an ideal place for relaxation and research as a long as a quiet atmosphere is maintained.  Your future actions will be a determining factor in this regard.
