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the truth is out there

I just finished opening two libraries and am in the middle 
of finishing the expansion on a third library. I don’t know 
if I can ever do this again. I mean it. 

Oh yeah, I had all the pieces in place including excel-
lent support from my administration for new materials, 
hardware and software, furniture, shelving and new posi-
tions; a wonderful existing staff; an excellent new staff; 
great support from the community; wonderful subcontrac-
tors on the job; a great architect/project manager; wonder-
ful tech/telecom support from collegewide staff; excellent 
assistance from internal tech support staff; wonderful ven-
dors; great campus support staff; and great campus leader-
ship. So what am I complaining about? An embarrassment 
of riches you say?

Frankly it wasn’t who and how they were working, 
it was the sheer number of those “in the process,” the 
magnitude of all that were involved in what seemed to 
be the simplest of tasks. It often took so many people to 
get something done that it became impossible either to 
delegate the task to someone else and impossible to train 
any new staff in how things should get done or how things 
did get done.

And the paperwork . . . and the tracking . . . and the 
calendars . . . and the charm . . . and the phone calls (cell 
and land) and the e-mails. I thought our network would 
grind to a halt and me with it. Discussion upon discussion, 
word after word, request after request, memo after memo. 
After a point it was just more funny than anything else. So 
what was so bad? Let me give you an example. 

If anyone says to you , “Ooo! New phone systems over 
a network/IP,” you should run screaming. 

Are they wonderful? Yes, with great displays, a great 
deal of customizing, more bells and whistles than you can 
shake a stick at, a great deal of memory, good sound. 

Are they awful? Yes.
Who buys them? Who delivers them? What instruc-

tions are with them? What connections do they need? Who 
can install them? Are installations simple? Once they are 
installed, can I move them? What if they don’t work? What 

if they work and I just want them moved? Say, I’ve changed 
my mind or the point of service has changed . . . seriously, 
what happens? Well, here goes:

Who buys them? I’m not sure. Oh, I know ultimately 
the tech buyer does, but is the order originated by the 
phone people or the telecom people? And when they 
decided to go with these, did anyone tell you? Because 
their placement, adjacency, the number of outlets, and the 
type of outlets will change your layout, etc. But I digress.

Who delivers them? I’m not sure. Typically some-
one—usually a man—with a tool belt but better dressed 
than our usual group who delivers. (I mean, they are all 
dressed nicely, but there are those who dress in “instal-
lation casual” and—trust me—there are wide deviations in 
style in these categories. Sorry, I got carried away. Anyhoo 
. . . ) This last time we got there and the library space was 
completely empty, wall-to-wall, but there was a multitude 
of phones on top of two desks (that I didn’t order). I 
remembered our meeting with the architect and the “tech” 
people, so I noted all phones needed on a floor plan, but 
I’ve slept since then so I needed to go back to my last floor 
plan (we had seventeen for this library) and begin to iden-
tify their locations.

What instructions are with them? Well, none at 
first, but in the plus category, the phones are very intui-
tive in design and there are many shortcuts and words 
spelled out with a great array of buttons. In just a few 
short minutes I had managed to transfer a call—which 
frankly, I’ve never managed to do before—but we couldn’t 
figure out much of anything else including how to trans-
fer them back, so I sent a new staff member on a quest 
for instructions. We located brochures in the administra-
tion office, and in the absence of furniture and shelving 
installation (a delay of ten days) and enough chairs, 
I left the staff and went to get lunch and bring back 
something healthy to snack on (okay, donuts). I turned 
to say something as I left and the new staff members 
were calling each other and having—what I discovered 
later—were the last stress free hours of “play” for the 
weeks to come. When I returned, the brochures had 
been annotated (it’s a great team) and, lo and behold, 
the phones were not all the same, so staff had gone on 
a quest to find appropriate brochures and instructions 
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on the Web with model numbers. (Told you they were 
good.) Thus we created on our first day with our first 
new equipment, our first grid of “tech item,” “what 
works,” “what is needed/what is missing,” “who we’ve 
talked to,” and the date and day.

What connections do they need? Apparently all of 
them. Clearly the world of connections and ports has 
changed dramatically over the years. When we peered 
over the desks we hadn’t ordered, we found the regular 
110/220 outlet (I never know what to call it) and an 
assortment of “phone” connections and network connec-
tions in different colors, different sizes with different, tiny, 
small-numbered labels. I called our good tech support, and 
they had a relatively good idea of what was what but not 
completely so we added to our grid “network outlets” and 
“tiny outlets in red yadda, yadda number” and “tiny outlets 
in yellow yadda, yadda number.” I was told by our tech sup-
port that someone else had to move the phones when the 
rest of the furniture came in and not to move them and if 
they came unplugged there was a timing approach to plug-
ging them back in. In all honesty, now I can’t remember if I 
am supposed to plug them back in immediately, wait thirty 
seconds, or—once installed—not at all and call some sort of 
telecom support person.

Who can install them? I’m still not sure. We have 
our tech support people, the college’s tech support, the 
college’s telecom group, the telecom subcontractors and 
the people who pull wires, and I think they are the telecom 
subcontractors but I’m not sure. I just know I can’t install 
them and that—after waiting about ten days after our refer-
ence desk came in—I took the law into my own hands and 
unplugged a phone in circulation and moved it to reference 
and—sit down—plugged it in myself. I followed up with not-
ing it on the grid and sending an e-mail to my tech support 
person who did what he was supposed to do (as opposed 
to ratting me out) and told the college tech support (not 
telecom) who got irritated with me (not for the first time, 
I might add) and told me that the delay had been because 
someone else (by name) had not done their job and not to 
do it again. So I had to file additional paperwork noting 
the port switch so I did and took the blows . . . but, on a 
high note, we then had a phone at reference. So I guess the 
answer is “who can install them?” Well, not me although it 
does work just fine.

Are installations simple? You’d think so, but no. 
By now of course, we know nothing is simple. In review, 
and you would know this if you were paying attention, 
several people have to be contacted by written requests at 
specific times with exact information. And—a word of cau-
tion—we could come and go, I asked staff who remained 
to ask each person who came in and assembled or disas-
sembled or plugged in or even stood there and stared at 
a plug, “Hi, what did you come in to do today?” I thought 
that was a fairly innocuous question but upon returning 
from a meeting outside the space I was told that the staff 
member who asked this was told, apparently in no uncer-

tain terms, “My job.” And that was that. (But I’ll cover 
that in another column.)

Once they are installed can I move them? Well, NO, 
and read what I wrote above. You can’t unplug and reinstall 
and I can’t unplug and install and my mother can’t either. 
(And I think they mentioned her by name.)

What if they don’t work? There are really two ques-
tions here. One is “What if they don’t work?” and the other 
one is “What if they work but not the way the brochure 
says they are supposed to?” Well, we have forms and work 
orders to complete and turn in. Thanks for asking.

What if they work and I just want them moved? Say, 
I’ve changed my mind or the point of service has changed 
. . . seriously, what happens? Now let me distinguish that 
this question relates to “moved for maybe the second time 
and possibly the third time.” It still stands that I can’t do 
it. It does, however, require a work order (which we have 
a specific process and job function for) and a wait. Odds 
are, they will come while you are gone, SO almost immedi-
ately you need to begin the process that I call a “securely- 
fastened-Post-it-note-process.” As a librarian, I love to label 
things, and I now accompany work orders with a series of 
detailed—with simple English—instructions carefully writ-
ten on Post-its. (Don’t color code them, by the way.) Don’t 
forget, these Post-its should be on the unit itself, the wall 
location, the new desk location and don’t forget the wall 
outlet or outlets in the future locations. In addition, the 
request should be noted and posted publicly (like hang-
ings). In this way we have created our very own “note left 
by a tech support person” because the absence of Post-its 
usually means something has happened.

I haven’t included, of course, the fact that all staff 
at all scheduled blocks of time now have to be alerted to 
the fact that “someone might come in” to fix something. 
Sometimes they stop and ask, so what happens? I fall back 
on the what’s wrong/what’s fixed public grid and the post-
it notes and encourage my staff to study and refer to this 
grid as if it were the posted lottery winners board. 

So are we done yet? Not really . . .we opened ten hours 
late, we settled the debate on “passwords for all phones 
have to be systematically applied” debate. We skated on 
thin ice for the “everyone’s phone message needs to be 
standardized” and finally the “you can have different ring 
tones on your cell phones but not turned on when you’re 
on duty and you can’t have different ring tones on your 
work phones.”

It’s a great team there. Those chosen for their ability 
to multitask are feeling somewhat more in charge, or shall I 
say in touch with reality, but those who came from non- or 
less-tech environments are literally overwhelmed. 

What I find particularly amusing is that the point of 
the new phones is ease and simplicity of use as well as a 
multitude of features designed to make work and commu-
nication easier. While I get it, I still can’t help but dwell on 
the number of people (and paperwork) it takes to install, 
the number of people (and paperwork) it takes to move a 
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phone unit, the number of people (and paperwork) it takes 
to change messages and functions. Oh yes, and how did 
they find out about my mother?

Never content to extract just one life lesson from an 
experience . . . watch this space for:

l	 the top ten things you need to know before you create 
a library out of a completely empty space;

l	 who we need to be nice to in today’s twenty-first- 
century library world;

l	 five things I wish I’d done differently in the last 
remodel;

l	 building an “A” team; and
l	 you can and should be leading “remotely.”

Help celebrate this landmark in LAMA history and 
assure LAMA’s future with your gift today.  

The LAMA Financial Advancement Committee is 
launching a new “$50 for 50 years” fundraising 
campaign for the LAMA Endowment. This money 
goes into a long-term endowment that will assure 
the future of LAMA and its programs and services 
to members.    

To make a donation to the LAMA Endowment Fund, 
please go to the LAMA homepage at www.ala.org/lama 
and click on “support LAMA” at the top of the page.

$5o        
for

 years!
5o        

Authors Needed for “ChangeMasters”
Since 2003, LA&M has published a series of 
“ChangeMasters” articles. These personal, informative 
pieces are intended to provide insight into what makes 
effective library leaders in changing times. The edi-

tors are seeking potential authors for these features. 
Authors will interview and work with the subjects of 
“ChangeMasters” to create articles for LA&M and a pro-
posed monograph. Please contact Editor Gregg Sapp at 
gsapp@uamail.albany.edu if interested.


