Preparing for the Public Library Interview


Recommended Books:

The Physician in Transition: Managing the Job Interview by Donald L. Double, published by the American Medical Association

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0899708498/qid%3D1028143602/sr%3D11-1/ref%3Dsr%5F11%5F1/104-4877254-4637556
excerpt: 

“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 the 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.”

You can see why I like the book; it gives the reasoning behind the questions.  Plus, you can read it in 20 minutes.

Knock ‘Em Dead Resumes (Resumes that Knock ‘Em Dead) by Martin Yate, published by Adams Media Corporation

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1580627943/qid=1028143839/sr=1-10/ref=sr_1_10/104-4877254-4637556 

I took a free online class from Barnes & Noble University by the author, & although I never got around to buying the book, I thought his class was great.  A friend of mine purchased the book, and she strongly believes it got her the interview (which is the purpose of a resume) and the job.  

Martin Yate also writes Cover Letters that Knock ‘Em Dead http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1558508163/qid=1028143839/sr=1-1/ref=sr_1_1/104-4877254-4637556.  Even if you don’t buy the book, you should look at the section where he describes that you place the job’s requirements and your matching qualifications in a grid so Human Resources can quickly forward your resume to the next step. 

Interview Section: 

This is pieced together from several emails.

I kinda overprepared for my job interview because I lacked the public library background and it was my first professional job.  However, if you don’t know this information, it’s good to brush up on it.  

Info on movie ratings:

http://www.regalcinemas.com/theatres/ratings/ratings.html
http://www.filmratings.com/questions.htm (http://www.filmratings.com/)

http://www.gtm.ca/cdn_ratingsrant2.shtml
http://www.cinemaspot.com/ask/rating.htm
Dealing with upset patrons: paraphrase their complaint to indicate that you've understood what they are complaining about, tell them they could fill out a complaint form (if available) or let them know that you will pass their complaint on to the appropriate person/department and the appropriate person/department will follow up on their complaint.  If they insist on seeing someone above you, use your judgement; it's probably right to pass on a difficult issue to someone who can directly handle it.

Theme: let them feel that their complaints have been heard and that someone will attempt to address their concerns.  As far as I know, few if any "evil" items have been removed from the shelves.  Although I've heard of Dr. Laura vigilantes who come to libraries with book lists, I don't know how these persistent people were handled.  Most people seem to understand the library's point of view, especially when they learn that previously obscene topics were women's suffrage, etc. and what the library's mission statements are.  (Though you might not want to open that can of worms with the patron, rather let the patron feel that he is accomplishing his goal—to lodge a formal complaint against an obscene item.)  

On controversial issues, it's probably best not to give personal opinions but when backed against the wall, state the library and American Library Association (ALA) policies regarding them.  I had always been in an academic library environment, so I had to do a little more preparation.  I know that public libraries tend to follow ALA's guidelines.  The URLs below should lead you to most of the documents.  You might want to scan a few of the ones in your weaker knowledge areas.   

Library Bill of Rights:

http://www.ala.org/work/freedom/lbr.html  and scan the documents hotlinked under the Library Bill of Rights and Its Interpretations (includes articles on renting R movies to minors, challenged materials, etc.).  

ALA Code of Ethics: 

http://www.ala.org/alaorg/oif/ethics.html.  

If you speak or read any foreign languages or have experience in different cultures, you might want to mention it.  Mention too any library memberships.  Too bad that you don't know which library you would be working on.  I knew where I was going, so I had looked up demographic information via the US Census Venus database (not many librarians know about it), Chamber of Commerce, etc.  That way, I came to the interview with ideas for library outreach to areas in the library's community.  (I wasn't asked, but was prepared, just in case.)

The Broward County Library (BCL) system has an unofficial motto: The patron is ALWAYS right.  So, if the patron insists, overdue fines are waived, etc.  I never learned the extent of this policy and how much they uphold it—just overheard some of the jokes.  :)  BCL is also big in quality improvement.  Not that I had seen many objective measurements of it, but they offer many workshops and classes to learn and/or improve areas in librarianship.  They're a lot of fun.

Question:  Patron wants to know what his wife's been checking out.  This focuses on the issue of patron confidentiality--of course, never give out this information to anyone other than the patron.

You should also know about this:  After the September 11th tragedy, it was reported that a few of the suspected terrorists had Broward County Library cards and used the library's computers.  There was a ruckus because someone in BCL administration sent a memo to employees reminding them not to give out patron record information.  The ignorant people (public and staffers) were upset at this because they thought she was urging employees not to comply with the police/FBI.  However, what she did was right, because if employees leaked the information or didn't disseminate the information via the proper channels, it would've allowed a legal loophole by which bad people could've been let go on a technicality.  (I guess she hadn't made that point clear in her memo.) 

Here’s some of the situational questions:

How would I set up a computer course for people who have disabilities?

They asked questions like a child says "rock" how would I proceed with the reference interview (i.e. the patron uses an incorrect term or vague reference question, how do you conduct your reference interview for an adult, how would you conduct your reference interview for a child).

What would I do if a worker was telling a patron to buy a certain World book?  (I wasn’t asked this question, so I don’t know for sure if this question is asking whether it’s appropriate to recommend a certain book for purchase.  I don’t see how this could be considered a problem, after all, as a librarian, we’d give a professional opinion and it’s not like we’d profit from recommending a certain book.)

Where would you look up information on a well-known figure (Colin Powell was one example).  I’d checked out which databases the library system subscribes to, so listed those sources as well as print resources (Who’s Who, biographical dictionary of ---- people, etc.) and mentioned the children’s book section (for pictures and concise biographical overviews).

How would I manage a staff member who seemed to be experiencing burnout or disinterest in serving patrons?

Would I prefer to work with children or adults?

You overhear another librarian giving a patron wrong information.  What would you do?  (This question addresses your responses to your colleague as well as to the patron.  I have a feeling they are looking for professionalism and tact with co-workers; eg. can't call your 

co-workers "morons.")

A patron complains to you about a book; s/he feels it is an evil influence on children and wants you to remove the item.  What would you do?  (BCL has a form on removal of "evil" items.  They also have an info sheet on this and on Internet censorship and filtering and their policies on such. She might want to review this.)

A patron comes in and wants you to tell him what items his wife has been checking out on her library card.  What would you do?

A patron comes in and wants to know what his/her children have been checking out on their library cards.  What would you do?

A patron wants to restrict the type of items his/her child can check out of the library.  What would you do?  (I think BCL has written guidelines/public handouts on this.)

The library is closing and a patron just sent a lengthy print job to the printer.  What would you do?  (I almost said, "Laugh like a maniac and shut off the printer!" but I didn't--I said I'd offer to let the printer print and put it in an envelope for the patron to pick up in the morning.  Although I did mention to my interviewers that I often stayed late to let the patron print in my small library but said that I know I wouldn’t be able to do that in this library for security reasons.)

A patron comes in very upset about a library staff member/library policy, etc.  What would you do?  (I think they were looking at referral along the chain of command, techniques to calm angry people, etc.)

How would you answer a patron who asks why minors can check out rated "R" movies but can't watch a rated "R" movie in the theater?  Isn't what the library doing illegal?  (I remember reading the answer somewhere—you might want to do a search on Wilson Full-Text or ProQuest Full-Text or on the Internet.  From what I remember, ratings are not legal laws but guidelines set by the movie industry and therefore don't have to be enforced in the library system.)

I can't remember if they actually asked these questions, but it might be worth practicing answers:

What you would do about children running wild in the library and no parent in sight?  (Tying them down would be tempting, but I think that'd be the wrong answer.)

The library is closing.  A child says that his/her parent is coming to pick him/her up and that s/he'll just wait outside the closed library until they come. What would you do?

You see an adult viewing porn on the computer.  What would you do?   Would you do things differently if the monitor was not viewable to other patrons?  Would you do it differently if it was a minor doing this?

How do you feel about filters on computers for adults? for children?

As a patron is leaving, the alarm goes off.  The patron insists that s/he doesn't have any library items.  What would you do?  (Body cavity search is most likely out.)

If the Youth Services department is short-staffed, would you be willing to serve a few shifts for them?  (Be honest but still show you’re flexible.  They probably won't mind if you say "yes, but not on a permanent basis;" I remember some staff members being more forceful in their answers than that (along the lines of "you can't MAKE me work with those little monsters").  It’d probably be best if you show willingness to work some shifts to help out the library team.)

In the wake of the Sept. 11th tragedy, do you think we should take down the full name and driver's license number of patrons wishing to use our computers and keep permanent records of it?  

What would you do if you see some “Middle Eastern-looking” men looking up Arabic websites & websites about Islam?  What would you do if you see some “Caucasian American-looking” men looking up Arabic websites & websites about Islam?  

Read about Libraries & the USA Patriot Act and the TIPS program: http://www.ala.org/news/v8n9/patriotact.html and http://www.ala.org/alaorg/oif/tips.html 

Scan the library news headlines: http://www.ala.org/ (scroll down to “This Week’s News & Announcements”) and http://www.libraryspot.com/libshelf/news.htm (links to several library news websites) 

A patron, who looks distraught, wants you to help him/her find a book on how to commit suicide.  (Same thing, but a patron (minor or adult) wants to find a book or website on how to make bombs.)  What would you do?

BCL is looking for people who can be flexible, friendly, tactful, people-oriented, and who love being a librarian.  Probably describes you perfectly!  :)

Good luck,

Tanya
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