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M y  y e a r  a s  i n t e r i m

news

C o l l e g e  &  R e s e a r c h  L i b r a r i e s

S i x  t h i n g s  I  l e a r n e d  f o r  f r e e

b y  G a i l  M u n d e

D u r i n g  t h e  1 9 9 7 - 9 8  s c h o o l  y e a r ,  I  s e r v e d  

a s  i n t e r i m  d i r e c t o r  o f  a  m e d i u m - s i z e d  

a c a d e m i c  l i b r a r y . 1 T h i s  w a s  n o t  a  c a r e e r  p o s 

s i b i l i t y  I  h a d  a n t i c i p a t e d ,  n o r  w a s  i t  o n e  f o r  

w h i c h  I  f e l t  s u i t a b l y  p r e p a r e d ,  g i v e n  j u s t  1 8  

m o n t h s ’ e x p e r i e n c e  a s  t h e  l i b r a r y ’s  a s s o c ia t e  

d i r e c t o r .  H o w e v e r ,  n o t h i n g  r e a l l y  p r e p a r e s  

a n y o n e  t o  a s s u m e  l e a d e r s h i p  o f  a  p a r t i c u l a r  

l i b r a r y ,  a s  e a c h  is  a s  u n i q u e  a s  i t s  p a r e n t  u n i 

v e r s i t y  a n d  i t s  f a c u l t y  b o d y .

W i t h  t h e  l i b r a r y ’s  f a c u l t y  a n d  s t a f f ,  I  b e 

g a n  t o  a d a p t  t o  t h e  d i r e c t o r ’s  a n n o u n c e m e n t  

i n  A u g u s t  t h a t  h e  w o u l d  b e  l e a v i n g  a  m o n t h  

la t e r .

I n  t h e  d i v i s i o n  o f  A c a d e m i c  A f f a i r s  a t  E a s t  

C a r o l i n a  U n i v e r s i t y ,  a  p e r s o n  w h o  a g r e e s  t o  

s e r v e  i n  a n  i n t e r i m  p o s i t i o n  m a y  n o t  a p p l y  

f o r  t h a t  p o s i t i o n ,  t h e  r a t i o n a l e  b e i n g  t h a t  a  

n o n c a n d i d a t e  i n t e r i m  is  n o t  t e m p t e d  t o  u s e  

t h e  t i m e  t o  “ a u d i t i o n ”  o r  b a r g a i n  f o r  t h e  a d 

v a n t a g e  o f  s u p p o r t  f r o m  t h e  f a c u l t y ,  a n d  

t h e r e b y  r e m a i n s  f r e e  t o  m a k e  t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  

u n p o p u l a r  d e c i s i o n s .

I  d o u b t  t h i s  a r r a n g e m e n t  is  t h e  n o r m ,  b u t  

i n  m y  c a s e  i t  s e r v e d  n o t i c e  t o  a l l  t h a t  n e i t h e r  

d i d  I  w i s h  t o  b e  a  c a n d i d a t e ,  n o r  w a s  t h e r e  

a n y  b u t  t h e  f a i n t e s t  c h a n c e  t h a t  I  m i g h t  b e 

c o m e  d i r e c t o r  b y  d e f a u l t ,  s h o u l d  t h e  v a c a n c y  

b e c o m e  u n d u l y  p r o l o n g e d  t h r o u g h  f a i l e d  

s e a r c h e s .

K n o w i n g  t h i s  t o  b e  a  r a r e  l e a r n i n g  o p p o r 

t u n i t y ,  I  o f f e r  t h e s e  r e f l e c t i o n s  o n  m y  y e a r  a s  

i n t e r i m  t o  t h o s e  w h o  m a y  b e ,  o r  m a y  b e 

c o m e ,  i n t e r i m  d i r e c t o r s ,  a n d  a l s o  i n  t h e  h o p e  

o f  b e i n g  u s e f u l  t o  t h o s e  w h o  a r e  c o n s i d e r i n g  

d i r e c t o r s h i p  a s  a  c a r e e r  g o a l .

1  T h e  i n t e r i m  d i r e c t o r  n e v e r  s l e e p s .

W e l l ,  h a r d l y  e v e r .  I  w a s  u s e d  t o  w o r k i n g  

l o n g  h o u r s ,  b u t  n o t  a c r o s s  s u c h  s u s t a i n e d  

p e r i o d s  o f  t i m e .  B e c a u s e  i t  w a s  a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

b u s y  y e a r  ( o r  i t  s e e m e d  s o ) ,  t h e r e  w a s  n o  

l e t t i n g  u p  a n d  n o  r e a l  t i m e  a w a y  f r o m  t h e  

o f f i c e .  I  w a s  s u r p r i s e d  t o  f i n d  t h e  w o r k  m u c h  

m o r e  e x h a u s t i n g  a n d  s t r e s s f u l ,  e v e n  t h e  f a 

m i l i a r  t a s k s ,  t h a n  t h a t  o f  a n  a s s o c ia t e  d i r e c 

t o r .

L o o k i n g  b a c k ,  I  w i s h  I  h a d  b e e n  i n  b e t t e r  

p h y s i c a l  s h a p e  a n d  h a d  m o r e  s t a m i n a ,  a n d  I  

w i s h  I  h a d  d e l e g a t e d  m o r e .  A t  t h e  t i m e  I  

t h o u g h t  I  h a d  t o  d o  e v e r y t h i n g  p e r s o n a l l y ;  

t h a t  i t  m i g h t  b e  p e r c e i v e d  a s  w e a k n e s s  o r  

l a c k  o f  w i l l  i f  I  d i d  n o t  a s s u m e  c o m p l e t e  r e 

s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  e v e r y o n e  a n d  e v e r y t h i n g .  I  

k n o w  t h i s  n o w  t o  b e  t h e  m i s t a k e  o f  a  r o o k i e .  

T h e  i n t e r i m  h a s  a  s h o r t  t i m e  f r a m e  i n  w h i c h  

t o  p r o v e  h e r  o r  h i s  m e t t l e ,  b u t  n e e d s  t o  r e s i s t  

t h e  u r g e  t o  b e  a l l  a n d  d o  a l l .  R o m e  r e a l l y  

w a s n ’t  b u i l t  i n  a  d a y ,  o r  e v e n  i n  a  s c h o o l  

y e a r .

2  A c c e p t i n g  a n  i n t e r i m  d i r e c t o r s h i p  r e 

q u i r e s  t h a t  o n e  s t e p  i n t o  t h e  b r e e c h .

Y o u  a s s u m e  f i n a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  b u t  o n l y  f o r  

a  l i m i t e d  t i m e .  T h i s  b r e v e t  s t a t u s  f o r c e s  t h e  

i n t e r i m  t o  d e a l  w i t h  t h e  s h o r t - t e r m  a n d  e m e r 

g e n c y  n e e d s ,  b u t  n o t  t o  m a k e  d e c i s i o n s  t h a t  

w i l l  h a v e  l o n g - t e r m  o r  p e r m a n e n t  e f f e c t ,  o r  

c o m m i t  t h e  b u d g e t  m u c h  b e y o n d  a  f i s c a l  y e a r .  

T h e  i n t e r i m  is  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  m a k i n g  o n l y  t h o s e  

p r o m i s e s  t h a t  c a n  b e  d e l i v e r e d  i m m e d i a t e l y  

a n d  t o  s e t t i n g  o n l y  t h o s e  g o a l s  t h a t  c a n  b e  

m e t  s w i f t l y .
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This binds the interim to what many see as 

the less-rewarding and routine tasks o f  leader

ship, i.e., dealing with the day-to-day person

nel problems and disputes, which take up a 

shocking amount o f  time and energy; approv

ing nonrecurring expenditures o f  the operat

ing budget; and adjusting existing policy to fit 

the conditions without making radical changes.

I never got over the know ledge that I wasn’t 

the “real director” in terms o f  the w ork  that 

“real directors” do: casting a clear vision o f  

w here the library should g o  and h ow  it should 

get there, and getting everyone to g o  along on 

the trip. This w ou ld  be the job o f  som eone 

w h o  existed on ly as a cover letter and vita in 

the grow ing stack o f  applications for our open  

position; and I felt duty-bound, no matter h ow  

sorely I was tempted, to make on ly those de

cisions that w ou ld  not tie the hands o f  the 

director yet to come.

This special caretaker status, this “leading 

in lim bo,” is the hallmark o f  the interim exp e 

rience. Even those w h o  serve as interim while 

they are candidates for the position risk “crash 

and burn” if they act upon their truest vision 

during the interim period.

3
  The in te rim  m ay not see h er- o r  

him self as powerful, but the library fac
ulty and staff do. There may be times that 

the interim period is seen as a fresh opportu

nity for faculty and staff to forward their pet 

agendas, or to ask that their wishes be granted 

by the “fairy godm other” interim. This is natu

ral for those with genuine and deep ly  held 

beliefs about what w ou ld  im prove the library’s 

position and services, but in som e cases, the 

attempt to take advantage o f  substitute leader

ship was transparent. Although I ’m sure I was 

a disappointment to some, most faculty and 

staff w ere  sympathetic toward my position, and 

adopted a generous and forgiving attitude to

ward m y mistakes.

4 Speaking o f mistakes, you w ill make 
them. In fact, you  w ill d iscover your 

weaknesses and inadequacies very quickly, just 

as if you had taken a crash course titled, “For

get Thinking Everything You Thought You 

K n ew  About H o w  to Be the Director.” As in

terim, you may as w ell resign yourself to this, 

forgive yourself in advance, and recognize that, 

most likely, there w ill be no next time to “do  it 

right” during the tenure as interim.

O ddly  enough, this was the most reward

ing part o f  the interim experience for me, and 

the most aggravating. You learn from the mis

takes immediately— in that quick, head-slap- 

ping kind o f  realization— but you w ill prob

ably not have a second chance to apply that 

learning or to demonstrate to anyone what you 

have learned.

You may believe  you look  like a d ope  to 

everyone, and it is frustrating to be the only 

one w h o  knows you are a far w iser d op e  than 

before. Unfortunately, there is no other w ay  

to begin  learning the duties and responsibili

ties o f  a director’s position without actually 

taking them on, but fortunately, an interim 

d

5
ire

 
ctor’s position comes with some insurance.

You have a pow erfu l new  boss, p rob 
ably a vice chancellor o r vice provost, 

w h o w ill protect you from  your faculty, 
and w hen  possible, from  yourself. This per

son wants you to succeed and appreciates your 

willingness to step up and take over what is 

the great anomaly am ong the schools and co l

leges in academe— the library.

The library director is a difficult vacancy to 

fill on an interim basis, and one for which 

there is no cognate department or school from 

which to draw an interim, unless there hap

pens to be a school o f  library and information 

science. The interim director must com e from 

another division library, such health sciences 

or medicine, the library school, or from the 

academic library itself.

This n ew  boss should o ffe r as a minimum, 

protection and support for the interim library 

director. In m y institution, the v ice  chancel

lor for academ ic affairs, to w h om  the library 

director reports, was extrem ely gracious and 

took  pains to p rov ide  m e w ith every  op p o r

tunity for exposure to, and participation in, 

the day-to-day business o f  academ ic affairs. 

H e  p rov id ed  what am ounted to an intern

ship experience  by  including m e in all aca

dem ic affairs meetings, deans’ and directors’ 

deliberations, university administrative coun

cil meetings, and all cerem onial and social 

occasions. I was able to make and retain valu

able relationships across the university that 

w ou ld  not necessarily have been  possible, 

or even  appropriate, in m y role as an associ

ate library director.

(con tinued  on page 420)
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to write about. This short process takes the 

student one step closer to integrating the vari

ous sources th ey ’v e  read. I f  this w ork in g  b ib 

liography w e re  paired up w ith  a statement 

outline, the student can again cut and paste 

the supporting notes o r quotations into the 

outline and beg in  drafting.

The plagiarism epidemic
T h e  on line  research environm ent seem s to 

have o p en ed  the d oo r  to a n ew  w a v e  o f  

plagiarism problems. A  larger prob lem  is that 

o ften  students do  not k n ow  they are p lag ia 

rizing w h en  they s im ply restate som eth ing 

th ey ’v e  read w ithout p rov id in g  the source 

o f  the information.

M aking students aw are o f  plagiarism  and 

h o w  to avo id  it is an important part o f  teach

ing them  the ethics o f  research. O n e  w a y  o f  

d o in g  this m ight be to requ ire students to 

turn in a w ork in g  b ib liography in w h ich  they 

list their sources im m ed iate ly  fo l lo w e d  by  

the notes, quotations, or questions. Students

m ight also be encou raged  to think o f  this 

part o f  the process as w riting d ow n  what 

they have learned from  each source. A n y 

time they have learned som eth ing new , they 

shou ld  g iv e  p roper credit to that source in 

the final paper. This g ives  students the o p 

portunity to separate their o w n  arguments 

an d  c o n c lu s io n s  fro m  the  in fo rm a t io n  

g lean ed  through research.1

D eve lo p in g  the research habit o f  w riting 

from  a w o rk in g  b ib liography w ill teach stu

dents to use techno logy  to d o  better research 

and writing. In this case, tech n o logy  is actu

ally used to engage  the critical thinking skills 

students n eed  to be  e ffec tive  writers and re

searchers.

Note
1. Basic gu idelines fo r  creating a w o rk 

ing b ib liography can be found  in the MLA 
H andbook f o r  Writers o f  Research Papers, 5th 

ed. (N e w  York: M odern  Language Assoc ia 

tion o f  Am erica, 1999) ■

( “M y year . . cont. f ro m  page 417)
This was an irreplaceable opportunity to 

step outside the library p roper and consider 

its role and rank within the university’s greater 

structure, as w e ll as to m eet and learn from  

experien ced  colleagues w h o  w ere  not librar

ians.

6
 The p laying field  becom es the un i

versity, not the library. O n e decision 

you  have to m ake about w hether you  aspire 

to b e in g  a “perm anen t” library d irector is 

whether you want to sw im  in this much, much 

larger pond. I f  you  en joy the challenges and 

rew ards o f  librarianship p er se, then the 

d irector’s ro le m ay not be on e  you  should 

seek. H aving been  associate director to tw o  

directors and having served as interim d irec

tor, this desire to operate on  a broader fie ld  

seems to m e the singular d ifference b etw een  

be ing  an associate director and be ing  the d i

rector.

Skill, know ledge , experience  and p repa

ration are important prerequisites, but the true 

mark o f  a d irector is that she or he is not 

happiest in any other role. It sounds almost 

too  simple, but I ’d bet that most library d i

rectors w ou ld  say that directorship has been  

their career goa l right from  library school.

T h e  “vision th ing” is not just hype. It is 

real and immutable to the person w h o  is on ly 

fu lfilled  w h en  creating that w h ich  d oesn ’t 

exist, rather than w hen  m anaging that w h ich  

already exists.

I recom m end the interim experience w ith

out reservation to all w h o  w ou ld  aspire. The 

opportun ity com es a long rarely in o n e ’s ca

reer and it should not be missed. For me, it 

was a learning experience  for w h ich  there 

can be  no substitute, an irreplaceable course 

in self-d iscovery and a chance to measure 

m yse lf against the larger yardstick.

Note
1. East Carolina University is a constituent 

institution o f  the University o f  North Caro

lina system  and serves an en ro llm en t o f  

17,800 students. Academ ic Library Services 

consists o f  the main library, Joyner Library, 

and a branch Music Library. During this p e 

riod, the collection  size was 1,030,000 v o l

umes/5,500 period ical subscriptions and the 
library em p loyed  27 faculty m em bers and 76 

s ta f f  m em b ers . T h e  l ib ra ry  is m a n a ge d  

co lleg ia lly  by  the director and a tenured fac

ulty b od y  according to the Faculty Manual 

and the library’s C ode o f  Operations. ■




