BETTY JO MITCHELL

In-House Training of Supervisory

Library Assistants in a Large

Academic Library

The need for in-house supervisory programs is presented as are ex-
periences of a program undertaken at one institution. The program
has proven to be a successful tool for improving the skills of super-
visors. The first year’s experiences also underscored the need to explain
the program’s goals to staff at the beginning.

THE SUBJECT OF SUPERVISORY TRAINING
for libraries is one that seems to be
largely neglected in both library litera-
ture and library practice. There are
many articles on the training of library
assistants but these deal with the tech-
nical aspects of librarianship such as
book ordering and processing, circula-
tion routines, filing, indexing, etc. Even
librarians with exposure to classes in li-
brary administration at the graduate lev-
el are often inadequately prepared for
the myriad of personnel problems that
inevitably accompany the supervisory
role into which many are thrust.

In general, attitudes toward manage-
ment and the supervision of employees
have changed during the past few years
to reflect a more complete integration of
personal and organizational goals. We
have progressed from the impersonal
mechanistic approach of the early 1900s,
through the humanitarian approach of
the 1930s that stressed employee happi-
ness, to the present day systems approach
that views personal and organizational

Betty Jo Mitchell is associate director of
University Libraries, California State Uni-
versity, Northridge, California.

144 /

needs as interrelated and mutually sig-
nificant. This attitude places upon su-
pervisors the difficult task of interpret-
ing the needs of both the employee and
the organization and of integrating
them for the purpose of achieving pre-
determined goals. In this regard, the task
of library supervisors is no different
from that of management personnel in
other types of organizations.

In large libraries where a librarian
may be responsible for several job-
trained library assistants who serve as su-
pervisors for clerical personnel and stu-
dent assistants, the problem of supervi-
sion is compounded; not only must the
librarian adhere to sound supervisory
practices, he must also see to it that the
library assistants employ similar tech-
niques. In institutions where tenure reg-
ulations apply to clerical personnel and
where grievance procedures demand a
carefully constructed case against an em-
ployee prior to dismissal, supervisory
training becomes essential. Not only
must supervisors learn to spot trouble
areas early, they must also learn to work
with people in order to help them to im-
prove their areas of weakness. If efforts
in this direction fail, they must learn
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how to properly prepare their case for
dismissal.

At California State University, North-
ridge, tenure is granted to clerical em-
ployees after one year. During that first
year, written evaluations are made at
four, six, and eight months. Close super-
vision is required during that time in or-
der that proper attention may be given
to potential problem areas and to the
documentation of these problems in
such a way as to lend support against
any grievance action that might occur
as the result of the denial of tenure,
should that become necessary. In times
of rapidly growing staffs when the ma-
jor problem was that of training large
numbers of newly hired clerks in the
technical aspects of library tasks, little
time remained for attention to individ-
ual employee attitudes and productivity.
However, when budget reductions began
to cut seriously into staffing for clerical
and student assistants, the quality of
library personnel became increasingly
important; the work load remained
about the same but there were fewer em-
ployees to carry it. Those who remained
had to increase their efficiency and thus
their productivity. In order to assist the
supervisors with such problems as per-
sonnel selection, evaluation and motiva-
tion, a series of training sessions was
planned to include all library assistants
who supervised other clerical personnel
or a substantial number of student as-
sistants. The following is a discussion
of how the program was developed in-
cluding some of the problems associated
with it. Hopefully, it will be of some
assistance to others who are encounter-
ing similar difficulties.

A literature search uncovered so much
material on supervision, organization,
human relations, and all aspects of ad-
ministration and management that it
was difficult to know where to begin. Af-
ter examining a large number of books
dealing with a variety of approaches, we
decided to begin the program with the
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portions of Douglas McGregor’'s The
Human Side of Enterprise that dis-
cusses two opposing managerial theories
which he calls “Theory X” and “Theory
Y.”* Theory X asserts that:

(1) The average human being has an
inherent dislike of work and will avoid
it if he can.

(2) Because of this human character-
istic of dislike of work, most people
must be coerced, controlled, directed,
threatened with punishment to get them
to put forth adequate effort toward the
achievement of organizational objec-
tives.

(3) The average human being prefers
to be directed, wishes to avoid respon-
sibilities, has relatively little ambition,
wants security above all.

Conversely, Theory Y insists that:

(1) The expenditure of physical and
mental effort in work is as natural as
play or rest.

(2) External control and the threat
of punishment are not the only means
for bringing about effort toward organi-
zational objectives. Man will exercise
self-direction and self-control in the ser-
vice of objectives to which he is com-
mitted.

(3) Commitment to objectives is a
function of the rewards associated with
their achievement.

(4) The average human being learns,
under proper conditions, not only to ac-
cept but to seek responsibility.

(5) The capacity to exercise a rela-
tively high degree of imagination, in-
genuity, and creativity in the solution
of organizational problems is widely,
not narrowly, distributed in the popula-
tion.

(6) Under the conditions of modern
industrial life, the intellectual poten-
tialities of the average human being are
only partially utilized.

The participants read the two chap-
ters on Theories X and Y before coming
to the first session; this provided the
framework for the discussions that fol-
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lowed. During the first meetings people
were reluctant to voice their opinions.
In some cases they were strangers to each
other due to the fact that the staff out-
grew the library building several years
ago and the technical services depart-
ments were moved to another building
some distance away. The supervisors felt
unsure of themselves and their ideas; it
was necessary to ask questions and then
call upon individuals to answer. Soon,
however, they began to feel more com-
fortable with each other; they even ar-
gued with each other occasionally.

To many, Theory Y was an entirely
new concept. Some accepted the idea
readily; some accepted it reluctantly af-
ter much discussion. Most felt that it
needed to be modified somewhat to ad-
mit that the Theory Y approach is not
effective with every individual. An ar-
ticle was discovered entitled “Beyond
Theory Y~ which stated that an effective
organization must be designed to fit its
tasks and its people, not to satisfy some
universal theory.2 They found this to be
an acceptable compromise of the two
theories. We read other writers’ com-
ments on Theories X and Y including
Robert Townsend’s remarks in a humor-
ous book entitled Up The Organiza-
tion.® All agreed that supervisors need
to learn how to motivate their staff.
From the discussions of the group
emerged the next topic to be explored,
that of motivation.

We began by studying a chapter from
Maxine Bishop’s Dynamic Supervision
entitled “A Further Look at Motiva-
tion.” This chapter discussed not only
McGregor's Theory X and Theory Y,
but several other theories as well, includ-
ing those of Frederick Herzberg who has
written a fascinating book entitled
Work and The Nature of Man.® Herz-
berg believes that the factors necessary
to happiness on the job are not the same
elements necessary to prevent unhappi-
ness. Those factors leading to happiness
he calls “Motivators” and they include

achievement, recognition for achieve-
ment, the work itself, responsibility, ad-
vancement, possibility of growth. The
factors that are necessary to prevent un-
happiness he calls “Hygiene or Mainte-
nance factors” and they include super-
vision, company policy and administra-
tion, working conditions, interpersonal
relations with peers, subordinates and
supervisors, status, job security, salary,
personal life. Attention to these “Main-
tenance” factors, he believes, may keep
an employee from being unhappy with
his job, but in order to make him hap-
py with it you must also provide ade-
quately for the “Motivators” to be satis-
fied. An excellent film is available in
which Herzberg explains these factors
in detail; it is entitled Motivation Thru
Job Enrichment.$

From this point on, a variety of ques-
tions were raised, providing the content
for future meetings. How can I go
about the interviewing process in such
a way as to select the best possible can-
didates? How can I learn to motivate
people whose backgrounds are widely
different from my own? How can I learn
to write proper performance evalua-
tions? How can I deal with the situation
when I am trying to follow good man-
agement practices but my department
head will not back me up? How can I
better organize the work of my own sec-
tion?

We provided information on these
questions as they came up, and as a re-
sult the following materials and pro-
grams emerged:

(1) Richard Magee’s article “The Em-
ployment Interview—Techniques of
Questioning™ was used as was Frank
Gray’s “How to Size Up People.” These
articles provided us with information
on techniques for selecting the best can-
didate for the job.

(2) The campus coordinator of the
Educational Opportunities Program
spoke to the group about the kinds of
conscious and unconscious prejudices




that minorities meet on the job. Minor-
ity members of our own staff spoke on
the same subject, and we ordered copies
of a booklet entitled Prejudice & Soci-
ety;* departments were provided with
extra copies to distribute among the staff.

(3) The campus personnel officer at-
tended one session and explained how
performance evaluations should be con-
structed. He talked about the necessity
for making comprehensive evaluations
during the first months of the proba-
tionary year, and the importance of stat-
ing precisely and clearly those areas in
which improvements would be required
before the granting of tenure.

(4) We read “Getting Along With
Your Boss” from Lester R. Bittel's book
What Every Supervisor Should Know,°
and that program included a discussion
of the supervisor’s dual role; a depart-
ment head supplied information on
“what the Department Head expects
from the supervisor,” and a student as-
sistant discussed “what the subordinate
expects from the supervisor.”

(5) The library’s systems analyst took
three sessions in three successive weeks
to teach the supervisors the technique
of flow charting. Each supervisor actual-
ly prepared a flow chart of a simple op-
eration.

(6) The California State Personnel
Board supplied booklets on perform-
ance appraisal and evaluation, sick leave
administration, and position classifica-
tion.

The point to be made here, however,
is not that these citations are the best
available for a supervisory training pro-
gram, The point is that if you furnish
a group such as this with broad theory
which is controversial and thought pro-
voking, the group itself will begin to
develop the program to be followed. As
they talk about problems in their own
areas, those subjects needing study be-
come obvious. As each need developed,
we were able to supply material to cover
that subject; sometimes in the form of
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journal articles, sometimes a chapter
from a book, sometimes an outside
speaker with a particular expertise.

Probably the most valuable informa-
tion of all comes from their contacts
with each other. As Supervisor “A” be-
gins to describe a particular personnel
problem, the others begin to probe the
various aspects of the situation and of-
fer suggestions and possible solutions.
Supervisor “B” talks about a problem
area that exists between one of her sub-
ordinates and a subordinate of Super-
visor “C.” They agree to get together af-
ter the class is concluded to discuss the
problem further. This contact and inter-
action with each other is probably of
more value than all of the articles and
speakers that could be provided by the
program coordinator. This is one reason
that the group should remain small and
informal.

One year after the program began, a
survey of effectiveness was made. Ques-
tionnaires were sent to the participants,
their department heads, and their sub-
ordinates in an attempt to assess the val-
ue of the program. The key questions
in all three questionnaires were designed
to find out what the overall effect of the
program had been on the department,
whether people felt that the program
should continue and, if so, what sub-
jects should be included. As it turned
out, the survey brought to light a varie-
ty of interesting facts. The first thing
we learned was that we had made a
giant error in the beginning, when the
program was established, by not thor-
oughly explaining to the staff what the
program was all about; what its purpose
was, how people were selected to attend,
what subjects were being explored.
Also, the department heads should have
played a greater role in setting up the
program, particularly in terms of the
amount of time to be spent in meetings
and in keeping them informed of the
subjects to be included. We made an in-
correct assumption in the beginning that
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led to some bad feelings about the pro-
gram. We assumed that supervisors at-
tending the meetings would talk with
their department heads about the sub-
jects that were being discussed and that
they would also pass some of it along to
other members of the staff whom it
would benefit. In some cases this did
take place, but we found that other su-
pervisors were not even informing their
department head as to when the meet-
ings were to take place. They simply dis-
appeared at the appointed time and
when the department head asked
“Where is Susie?” one of her clerks
would inform her that Susie had gone
off to a supervisors’ meeting. Further-
more, when Susie returned she tucked
her notes and her handouts away in her
desk without a word to anyone. In this
case it was impossible for either the de-
partment head or the staff to assess the
program. This will be corrected in the
future by sending all announcements of
meetings and all printed materials hand-
ed out to both the supervisor and the
department head. Also, the supervisors
will be reminded regularly that they
must share their knowledge with others.
The effect of this lack of communica-
tion was obvious when the results of the
questionnaires were reviewed. While the
morale of the supervisors was consider-
ably improved by the experience, the
members of the staff who responded
were evenly divided on the question of
whether or not the morale of the depart-
ment had been improved. A sizeable per-
centage of the staff didn’t respond to
the questionnaire at all because they felt
that they were not well enough in-
formed to comment. The lesson to be
learned here is that whenever you un-
dertake such a program, be certain that
your channels of communication are
open and working, for no one likes to
be ignored.

On the positive side, the department
heads and the participants felt that the
program was successful and should be

continued. They felt that more decision
making was occurring at lower levels,
that less time was required by the de-
partment heads for training on an indi-
vidual basis, and that communications
both vertically and laterally had been
improved. They also felt that, as a re-
sult of the program, the supervisors
have a better understanding of a super-
visor’s role and that they have gained in-
formation to assist them with specific
problems as well as information that
will help them to avoid problems in the
future. Even the majority of the staff
responding to the questionnaire felt
that the program should continue, in
spite of the fact that some of them felt
somewhat resentful at being left out.

A number of benefits were realized
from the program including some very
significant advantages gained by the li-
brary administration. For example, it
has opened new channels of communi-
cation between the departments and the
administration, bringing an increased
sensitivity on the part of the administra-
tion to departmental problems. Addi-
tionally, artificial walls dividing similar
functions being performed in different
departments have partially disappeared,
and the entire range of problems within
the organization seems to have dimin-
ished.

Certainly the overall response to the
program has been positive and the series
will continue. Suggestions made by the
respondents have been most helpful and
will, whenever possible, be incorporated
into future meetings. Staff and super-
visors alike felt that more attention
should be given to specific real problems
being faced by supervisors. The need
for more emphasis on decision making
by supervisors was mentioned by the par-
ticipants as well as department heads,
and all three groups felt a need for the
same type of program to be established
for lower level supervisors; that is, su-
pervisors of small numbers of student
assistants. At this point in time it seems
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certain that a series will be planned for
lower level supervisors covering much
of the material of the first series. The
upper level supervisors will continue to
meet and discuss specific problems and
we will develop a variety of topics as
needs arise.

One may conclude that the need for
supervisory training at the California
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efforts on behalf of such a program are
greatly appreciated by the majority of
those involved. Keep in mind, however,
that if you plan to institute such a pro-
gram in your library, you should take
the time to carefully explain to the staff
what your goals are and what your
methods are to be so that you will not
lose support that is important to the suc-

State University, Northridge, Library is cess of the total program.
felt at all levels and that administrative
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