Library Interview of Tanya Feddern by Angela Petrie

What made you decide to become a Medical Librarian?

How did you complete your MLIS in 5 semesters?

How did you prepare for your career?


Currently, I am the Reference and Education Services Librarian at the University of Miami School of Medicine’s library.  I feel that I’ve nearly the pinnacle of my career with this job, which I got only three months after graduating.  Would you believe that I almost never became a librarian?  It took a “knock” on the head to do it.


In 1997, I had started grad school for Occupational Therapy (OT).  

· Definition of OT: Occupational therapists seek to improve their patients' quality of life by helping them achieve their highest level of independence. Occupational therapists use meaningful (to the patient) activities as both treatment and as a goal. Through their specialized training and education, OTs help patients regain their life roles and abilities for activities of daily living (ADLs), work, play, and leisure. This is achieved through adaptation, modification, or habilitation of the person, environment, or occupation (activity). 

In our first weeks of OT school, the librarian during library orientation mentioned that they were looking for student employees.  I signed up, thinking to earn some extra cash, not knowing I was going to find my dream career.


My school’s medium-sized medical library served future occupational therapists, physical therapists, physician assistants, physicians, pharmacists, optometrists, and dentists.  I got to try my hand at many types of duties—answering basic reference questions, shelving, copy cataloging, and circulation tasks.   I did campus tours for students applying for admission to the OT program and always made sure to cover the library.  In fact, I ended up creating a webpage of print and electronic resources to help OT students with their coursework.  (That webpage ended up helping me answer 99% of the OT reference questions I got.)


The librarians and library director were always whispering dark thoughts to me: “I think you’d be a great librarian. It’s a wonderful field, why don’t you go for it, cross to the other side.”  Still, I didn’t seriously consider becoming a librarian.


I had been working part-time nights and weekends at the library and going full-time to OT school during the day.  After my first year, I suddenly began to get daily migraines.  It was so bad, I considered temporarily dropping out of OT school, but no way was I giving up my library job.  Then it hit me: I not only loved my job, I loved every aspect of librarianship.  

I ended up finding that my new perfume was causing the migraines, so with that problem solved, I carefully chose a library school and began taking classes full-time.  Hence, my “knock” on the head was a good thing.  I had been promoted to Circulation Manager, so not only was I working more hours (though still part-time), I was going full-time to both OT school and library school.  I graduated with my Masters in Occupational Therapy in May 2000 and my MLIS in December 2000.  

Although my job wanted me (as well as the other library on campus), there were no openings.  The public library system had a special program whereby students in their last semester could be hired as a professional librarian at slightly less pay.  My OT school loans were coming up, so I went for it.  I did adult reference in a brand-new regional library with an on-site charter high school and small community college outreach campus.  I loved it there, too.  

Many people don’t realize that you will eventually get medical reference questions, no matter what library setting you work in.  So, I ended up answering reference questions about medicine, chemistry, lawn care, and the Pilgrims.  Ah, the joys of the public library—you have to know a little of everything.  


Right now, it’s a great time to be a librarian.  A huge percentage of the professional library workforce is retiring over the next ten years.  While I was working in the public library, people from four different libraries contacted me, asking if I could work for their library.  I wasn’t even looking for a job!  One of the people was my former supervisor at the medical library.  He was working at the University of Miami’s main library, heard of the opening, and told them about me.  (Tip: you should always stay in touch with your friends—whether they’re your former supervisors, classmates, or professors.)  I applied for the job and a month later, spent the whole day conversing with every department head and meeting all the library staff members.  (Here’s another tip: people may call it an interview, but if you just look at is as friendly conversation, you’ll be at ease and enjoy it.) 


You may ask, what happened with OT?  While the market boomed for librarianship, it shriveled for therapists.  So, I didn’t bother taking my OT board exam (a necessary criterion in order to practice), until last month (nearly 1 ½ years after graduation).  I had studied my brains out and passed with a very good score.  I’m planning on practicing occupational therapy part-time to keep the degree active.  My first and primary love is librarianship, and I will always do that full-time.

How did you prepare for your career?


The best preparation for any library career is to work or volunteer in a library, before and during the library program.  Those students who hadn’t were struggling in library school.  To prepare for working in a medical library, I strongly recommend reading the text and doing the exercises in the excellent book and CD-ROM, “The Language of Medicine: A Write-In Text Explaining Medical Terms,” by Davi-Ellen Chabner.  This book breaks down medical words into its roots so you can understand, on a superficial level, what the disease encompasses.  Having this knowledge will also help you decipher the secretary’s misspellings when s/he forwards the doctor’s database search request to you.  It will also help you recognize and think of alternate and associated terms to use.  My medical education in OT school helped me with objective documentation, outcomes assessment (description: http://wilkes.edu/~mgarr/definition.html), and critical thinking.  However, a community- or university-level course in logic could probably give you the same skills.  I’d also recommend classes in public speaking and public relations so you can clearly articulate and present library information.  In this budget-cutting world, it’s important to be able to justify increasing your library’s budget.  If you wanted to, you could also take a basic human anatomy class (at the community college level), but it is not necessary to do so. 

What are your daily responsibilities?


I’ve been working at the University of Miami’s medical library since March.  On a typical day, we get a database search request (along with database-specific search parameters), faxed to us from a healthcare professional or hospital.  We do the search on MEDLINE (and other databases if necessary or requested), and fax or email the citations back.  It is up to the physician what articles s/he wants to photocopy and read.  Hence, my liability is almost nil.  I do library tours and instruction on using the Internet for patrons.  I also make up my own projects, such as collecting Internet resources on a topic, working on creating new classes for patrons, and more.   (The job ad for the position is at http://www.geocities.com/nqiya/jduofm.html, see if there is anything you want to add.)

What would you like to change if you could do it again?
I would do only a few things differently.  I know it’s silly, but I regret pulling a 3-nighter before my final for a digital library class.  I ended up missing an “A” by two points.  I know it’s silly to care about grades, but I’d never been so close to having straight “A”s before and it would’ve been neat to have made Beta Phi Mu.  It turns out that I did make Beta Phi Mu, after all!  (  The second thing is that I wish I took classes in logic, grantwriting, and public relations.  

What would you like to do in the future (where do you see your career taking you)?

I wouldn’t want to be an administrator; I would miss the reference desk terribly.  I’d like to be the head of a reference department, but no higher.  I would love to publish a book webliography and more articles.  (Who would’ve guessed—I used to hate writing term papers!)  I would’ve loved to work temporarily overseas in an exotic country.  There was a posting a while ago for a 6-month post in Azerbaijan—I would’ve given my eyeteeth to go.  Unfortunately, I didn’t have my degree yet, nor the 5 years professional experience they were looking for.  I also think it’d be neat to be involved in a few big projects that would have a significant impact on librarianship.  Right now, I plan on getting more credentials because I think it’d make me a better librarian: AHIP (Academy of Health Information Professionals), CHC (Consumer Health Credential), and CHES (Certified Health Education Specialist).  I may go for a PhD in Education because I could use it to be a library or rehab department director (which I wouldn’t want) or a professor in either field (which I would want).  However, I’m just enjoying being done with school for now.  (   

What associations/listservs would you recommend for either a new librarian and/or a new medical librarian?


Medlib-l is essential for medical librarians (http://www.mlanet.org/discussion/medlibl.html/).  The Consumer and Patient Health Information Section (CAPHIS), Nursing and Allied Health Resources Section (NAHRS ), and other relevant MLA sections listservs are also important (http://www.mlanet.org/sections/sections.html).  (I am a bit disappointed with the MLA Students listserv—there’s not that much activity on it.)  Newlib-l (http://www.lahacal.org/newlib/), Libref-l (http://www.library.kent.edu/libref-l/faq.html), BI-l (http://www.ala.org/acrl/is/bil.html), Respool (http://rtiess.tripod.com/respool.htm), Axslib (http://www.rit.edu/~easi/lib/axslib-l.html), Emazing: Tip of the Day, and Emazing: Download of the Day (http://www.emazing.com/c_technology.jsp)  are very good for any librarian.  Sign up for your library school’s listserv as well as your state or local library associations’ listservs, if available.  


There are many wonderful (and not so wonderful) library associations out there.  Many offer student rates—sign up for many of them as you can, so you can try them out at these low prices.  I’m debating renewing many of my ALA memberships—the Distance Education section didn’t mail me a welcome letter until eight months later, and since then, that’s all I’ve gotten from them.  ALA’s New Members Round Table (NMRT) is good in that they offer a free resume evaluation service and other things.  Medical librarians should sign up to the MLA, relevant MLA sections, and their state or local medical library associations.  If your library school has an alumni association, you might want to sign up for it, too.    

What aspect of your position would you like to eliminate, if any?

I can’t think of any aspect to eliminate in my job.  Part of the joys of librarianship (besides great colleagues and patrons) is that it offers tasks that are repetitive and simple and tasks that are creative and complex.  There is always something new to do.  How could I possibly get bored?   I do miss a few things that I had in my other two library jobs.  Sometimes I miss shelving, why, I don’t know.  In my current position, I don’t have as many face-to-face interactions as I used to get at the circulation desk.  Most of my current patrons are computer-savvy and have decent information-literacy skills (or at least think they do).  I also miss teaching classes to raw beginners on how to use the computer and the Internet.


What are the most common Internet search sites that you use daily?
Amazon’s Advanced Search 

http://www.amazon.com (Select “Books,” leave the search box blank, and click on the “Go” button to go to the Advanced Search Screen.)  I use it for book citation verification.  (If it’s not there, I use the WorldCat database; if your library doesn’t subscribe to it, you could search the OPACs of the National Library of Medicine, Library of Congress, and/or the New York Academy of Medicine.)

Google

http://www.google.com
Many librarians now prefer it to Altavista.  I use it to give me clues to locate needed information from more reliable resources.  Example: a researcher publishes an article in a journal not indexed in MEDLINE.  The patron doesn’t have the full citation, but needs it.  A Google search turns up the researcher’s curriculum vitae or bio with his published articles list.  I verify the citation by locating the journal’s website and looking up the article citation there.

Publist

http://www.publist.com
Quicker than Medical and Health Care Books and Serials in Print, The Serials Directory, or Ulrich’s, I use it to locate the journal publisher’s website in the hopes that if the journal offers a free issue online, it is the same issue the patron wants.

Search Jake

http://jake.med.yale.edu/ (beta version at http://jake.openly.com/) 

I use this free database to see which databases index a journal full-text.  

Ovid’s MEDLINE

MEDLINE is a database of medical journal articles.  Ovid’s software (as opposed to FirstSearch, PubMed, and Medscape), offers superior searching and indexing features to refine search results.

Ovid’s CINAHL

CINAHL is a database of nursing and allied health literature.  Ovid’s CINAHL also offers additional limiters that Ovid’s MEDLINE doesn’t.  Due to the nature of the literature, I often retrieve more articles on the allied professions and the caring and psychosocial aspects of health and illness than MEDLINE.

MD Consult

It has many great features: pill images, drug names by different countries, drug names that sound alike, last night’s ER episode, medical journal headline summaries, what patients are reading, patient education handouts, and much more.

Dynamic Medicine

http://www.dynamicmedical.com
This site offers a highly-technical and heavily-referenced run-down on a disease for healthcare professionals.  I don’t know why it’s been free all these years, but I don’t expect it to stay free for much longer.

MedlinePlus

http://www.medlineplus.gov
This site is from the National Library of Medicine and is tailored towards helping the patient and caregiver learn about health and illness.

Martindale’s Health Science Guide

http://www-sci.lib.uci.edu/HSG/HSGuide.html
Tons of great stuff, perfect for medical students and professionals.  I could spend years there.

My Website (Occupational Therapy: Tanya’s List)

http://www.geocities.com/nqiya/index.html
My website is targeted towards occupational therapists, which I haven’t seen in my library yet.  However, I use my website for specific queries on cultural medicine and cultural mental health (cultural barriers and native language patient education materials), which are interests of mine.  (I also use the herbal bibliography & webliography linked from my online resume.)

My Email & Random Websurfing

This is vital.  I wouldn’t respect any work setting that discourages or prohibits Internet surfing and email.  I consider librarian listservs and Internet surfing part of one’s professional continuing education.  I’m better able to help my patrons because of what I learn from scouring these valuable resources.

Miscellanous Tips:

· For the ladies, buy one expensive suit ($200) with matching nice shoes, purse, and portfolio case or briefcase.  Although things are more relaxed here in Florida, I wore mine for my current job, because I was betting that a good number of my interviewers were from New York and other northern states where dress  is more formal—I was right.

· Come to your interview with some neat websites and wait for a natural opportunity to show them.  Librarians love to share information and will be impressed with your ingenuity.

· Be charming, happy, and tastefully humorous during your interview.  I brought printouts on two humorous websites that I knew at least several people would like and that no one would be offended at.  (“Feline Reactions to Bearded Men” (http://www.improb.com/airchives/classical/cat/cat.html) and “Alternatives to Evidence Based Medicine” (http://www.bmj.com search by title—don’t forget to read the funny responses).  These articles turned out to be perfect.  Not only were there many cat lovers on staff, but the library and medical school were preparing a joint curriculum on evidence based medicine.  (Had my interview been at a job serving chemists, I would’ve used “Table of Condiments that Periodically Go Bad” (http://www.backtable.org/~blade/fnord/condiments.html).)  However, I would NEVER use anything from the “Intolerant Librarian” (http://www.virtue.nu/intlibrarian/) or from “The Laughing Librarian” (http://internettrash.com/users/lafnlibn/) even though parts are hilarious, other parts could offend.)

· Stay current with the library literature and issues on library listservs.  Librarian discussion lists and librarian interest groups: http://www.chu-rouen.fr/documed/lis.html and http://www.umslg.ac.uk/links.html. 

· Before your interview, read up on the library patron demographics and the library itself.  

· Do a literature search and read any articles written by staff at the library.

· Run a Google search on prospective employers and colleagues--they’re probably googling you, too.  

· Scout out the institution’s website for interview questions and interview etiquette suggestions.  

· Visit the library beforehand, if possible.  Not only will you know how to get there, but you’ll learn other important details, such as employee dress and the “feel” of the library. 

· Even if you’re not going to be a Library Media Specialist, this web page has some great tips.  I accessed it via the Internet WayBack Machine.  If this link doesn’t work, try pasting this URL http://www.wcboe.k12.md.us/mainfold/supportse/reslib/new.htm into the Internet WayBack Machine.

· If you are switching from one type of library to another (e.g., academic to public), study up on the issues and trends specific to that setting.  To prepare for my first official library position, I read up the many articles on public librarianship at the American Library Association’s website.  The information was invaluable for my interview.  

· Get the book, The Physician in Transition: Managing the Job Interview by Donald L. Double, published by the American Medical Association.  Although it’s written for physicians, it covers the basic type of interview questions and what the interviewer really wants to know.  Example: “What they may ask: ‘What do you want from your work that you haven’t been getting?’  What they really want to know: How realistic are your expectations?  How insightful are you in matching your expectations to your qualifications?  Hints:  Every job has pluses and minuses, so the challenge is to delineate one or two realistic career objectives without resorting to recitation of a gripe list.  A special word of warning:  Never, under any circumstances, say anything that may be construed as critical of your current employer.” (Double p 18).

· Email me if you’d like a list of some library interview questions I’ve gotten from the academic and public library settings: tfeddern@med.miami.edu. 

· Have your makeup periodically reviewed by a professional—our skin tone changes, as does styles.  You might also want to check out the “Color Me Beautiful” books which show which fabric colors set you off to advantage.

· Have a colleague review your resume or curriculum vitae and always have it current.  It’s miserable reconstructing your accomplishments from memory.

· Be active on the library listservs, but don’t make an idiot of yourself.  A library student on a library school listserv referred to one of the top people in the county’s public library system as a “jackass.”  Not a good idea.

· Here’s another 3 bonuses of joining library listservs: you learn of breaking news and issues in the library world, career-building opportunities are often posted on listservs (call for papers, requests for volunteer book reviewers, etc.), and if you’re active on the listserv, you may get tapped to apply for an officer position at a library association. 

· Always read library job ads, even when you’re not looking for another job, so you can spot upcoming trends in work skills.

· Find a mentor.

· Be tactful and never lose your temper with a patron or colleague.

· Review your favorite search engine and database tutorials periodically.  Their features often change.

· Listen to your patrons—paraphrase and don’t interrupt.

· If you are fortunate to have a culturally diverse environment, read up on those cultures, at the very least, read up on culture-specific non-verbal language and avoiding cultural faux-pas.  

· For medical library students, take all the medical or science reference classes you can (Reference Services for Science & Technology, Consumer Health Librarianship, etc.).

· All library students should take any database classes, if offered.

· Library association memberships usually have numerous sections, chapters, and roundtables, each at their own price.  Often, the base association membership dues are offered at discounted rates for students and new grads.  Take advantage of the discount by signing up for several of the sections/chapters/roundtables so you can “try them out” while the final bill is still low.

· At the workplace, take as many database workshops as you can.  Another bonus is that they often give free stuff (mouse pads, pens, refreshments, etc.).

· Write a short article or webliography in a library newsletter, then work your way up to the peer-reviewed journals, if you wish.  Same goes for editing.

· Always stay in touch with your friends—whether they’re your former supervisors, classmates, or professors.

· Regard a job interview as friendly conversation, and you’ll not only be more at ease, you’ll enjoy it.

· If it doesn’t come naturally, practice public speaking until it does.

· Take classes in public relations, grant writing, and logic.

· Learn how to quantify your work and the impact your library has on patrons.

· When public speaking, never, ever, speak longer than your allotted time.  In fact, speak a little shorter—leave your audience wanting more.

· When making a presentation, always have handouts.  You never know when your PowerPoint won’t open, the power goes out, the equipment you requested for the room isn’t there, etc.  For PowerPoint handouts, I recommend printing them as “Handouts,” 3 slides per page, and check the boxes for “grayscale” and “pure black and white.”

· Save your PowerPoint presentation on both floppy disk and CD-ROM.  That way, you won’t be in trouble if either drive on the presenter computer is down. 

· Don’t gossip about other libraries or librarians.  One of my colleagues told me how a librarian said some nasty comments about a co-worker during an offsite workshop, and that those comments had reached the library (and probably the co-worker) later that day, even before the workshop ended.  

· Don’t forget blind luck for opportunities.  That really nice patron may have a library director for a sister, your cat’s picture on your webpage may be the factor in tipping the scales to hiring you if everyone there is a cat-lover, complimenting or passing on a compliment may lead to new opportunities.  (I forwarded a listserv posting on an article and complimented the medical database mentioned.  They emailed me back, asking if I wanted to join the librarian team they were forming.)

· How do you return a compliment?  Tell the person how their words affected you, such as brightening your day, has given you great ideas to try, has inspired you to continue (working further on the project), etc.  
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