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INNOVATIONS

Cavalry to the rescue: The use of temporary 
employees in place of student assistants

By Curtis L. Kendrick
Head, Circulation Department
State University o f New York at Stony Brook

A persistent problem facing m any academic li­
braries is the shortage of student assistants avail­
able to work during the w inter intersession period. 
At the  State University of New York a t Stony 
Brook, this problem has been in evidence for years, 
resulting in shelving backlogs that can linger on 
well into the next semester. In  order to combat this 
situation, this past intersession the library experi­
mented with the use of temporary employees hired 
through an external agency.

In December 1987 the Head of Circulation ap­
proached the Associate Director for Reader Ser­
vices, Planning, and Facilities with a proposal to 
hire full-time tem porary employees through Man­
power, Inc., a tem porary employee service. Stony 
Brook has an  a rra n g e m e n t w ith  M anpow er 
whereby employees can be hired at a discounted 
rate. The duties of the tem porary employees were 
to be essentially shelving and shelf reading. Later 
in December the proposal was approved by Li­
brary Administration, and forwarded to the Office 
of the Provost for action. As planned, the library 
would hire four employees for four weeks, at a cost 
of approximately $3,500 (the actual cost ended up 
being somewhat less, about $2,200, as not all of the 
allocated hours were worked by the tem porary em­
ployees) .

The concept of using temporary employees in li­
braries is not new. Chervinko reported that 80 % of 
the respondents (n = 74) to an Association of Re­
search Libraries survey had hired tem porary work­
ers for a variety of projects. Only six of these li­
braries, however, reported th a t they had gone 
through an outside agency, and for the most part, 
the use of tem porary employees has been for high- 
level work such as cataloging, retrospective con­
version, book selection, and bibliographic search­
ing.1

Shortly before the program was to begin, Man­
power contacted the library with the names of the 
employees who were scheduled to work. The li­
brary played no role in the selection of the employ­
ees, which could have been a drawback to this ven­
ture. Fortunately, the people that were sent over 
were capable and bright. All of the temporary em­
ployees were currently  enrolled in college else­
where. As students, they were familiar with aca­
demic libraries, and caught on quickly to the tasks 
they were required to perform.

1James S. Chervinko, “Tem porary Employees 
in Academic and Research L ibraries,” Journal o f 
A ca d em ic  L ib ra r ia n sh ip  12 (Sep tem ber 
1986):217-20.
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The level of training provided to these employees 
was minimal. I t  was felt th a t the  reason for hiring 
them was to get work out of them  in the  short run, 
not to m old them  into excellent workers. They 
were provided w ith  a brief description of how 
books are arranged according to the  L ibrary of 
Congress system, given a  short test to  ensure their 
comprehension of this, and then turned loose on 
the shelving. L ater on, they were given some addi­
tional instructions to learn how to shelf read. Daily 
supervision and work assignments became the  re­
sponsibility of the Stacks Supervisor, a full-time 
clerical staff person.

Manpower displayed an interest in the perfor­
mance of their people. After the first week an eval­
uation form was sent for each person. Factors upon 
which the employees were evaluated included a t­
tendance, work habits, and appearance. Because 
of the short duration of this project, it was neces­
sary to make quick judgments about w hether or not 
each of the employees was going to be adequate. 
One of the employees had to be fired after the third 
day due to an attendance problem . M anpower was

notified about the problem , and sent a replacem ent 
the next day.

The results of this experiment w ere satisfactory. 
The shelving was done quickly and in tim e for the 
start of second semester. A portion of the collection 
was shelf read. M anpower was able to supply the 
library w ith com petent employees on very short 
notice. The most significant problem  was th a t to­
wards the end of the project several of the workers 
had to quit to go back to school. By this tim e M an­
power’s labor pool had dw indled so they were not 
able to provide replacements.

The overall level of ability and effort displayed 
by the M anpower employees was on a pa r w ith 
th a t of the student assistants who work in the li­
b rary . T he cost was som ew hat h igher th an  it 
would have been to hire student assistants, but as 
there were not enough student assistants available, 
the point is moot. The use of tem porary employees 
in lieu of student assistants will certainly be consid­
ered in  the future for tasks such as shelving, shelf­
reading or shifting.

Humor and creativity: Music

By Norman D. Stevens
Director
The M olesworth Institute

The m any examples of library hum or that I have 
collected over a num ber of years, including the 
m any recent examples contributed by readers of 
these columns, dem onstrate th a t music librarians, 
as I have long suspected for o ther reasons, are 
among the most creative and the  most peculiar of 
all librarians. Perhaps I can now, a t last, reveal 
th a t fact since I have recently  been appointed, 
upon paym ent of the  usual fee, Conductor of Li­
braries In  Absentia a t the N orth American School 
for the Artsy and Somewhat Musically Inclined in 
W hite Bear Lake, Minnesota.

The true reasons for this phenomenon rem ain a 
mystery but we can freely speculate about those 
reasons. It may be th a t, as sometimes frustrated 
and sometimes practicing musicians, music librari­
ans share the creative traits associated w ith musi­
cians and other artists that give them  a broader 
imaginative scope than  other librarians. W hoever 
heard of a funny chemist or chemistry librarian? 
P a r t  of th a t  c re a tiv ity , o f course , m ay  be 
associated—as I will dem onstrate below—w ith the 
right brain/left b rain  concept. Music librarians, so 
to speak, have a foot in both camps. Perhaps it may 
also be th a t their isolation from the m ainstream  of

librarianship, and often from contact w ith other li­
brarians on their own cam pus, as they work in re­
m ote and isolated branch libraries, drives them  stir 
crazy or unleashes their im agination. W hatever 
the reason, it is clear th a t there is a great deal of en­
tertainm ent to be found in their hum or th a t de­
serves to be shared w ith  a w ider audience and not 
confined, as it so often has been, to their own kind.

In  an earlier colum n on holidays (November 
1988) I comm ented on the 1976 perform ance of 
The Salutation Army Band a t th e  University of Illi­
nois L ibrary as a m inor, and tam e, example of m u­
sic and library hum or th a t involved both commen­
tary  and perform ance. T hat was, indeed, a mild 
case.

Bad puns seem to be am ong the most frequent 
themes of bad music library hum or. T hat is exem­
p lified  by w h a t w ere  o rig inally  hand -le tte red  
signs, which have now been replaced by m ore per­
m anent professional signs, on th e  five listening 
rooms in the Greer Music L ibrary at Connecticut 
College. Those rooms are named: John’s Cage; The 
N u tc rack er Suite; T h e  L isz t-n in g  Room ; T he 
H aydn Place; and The Bach Room. Still, those 
puns seem harmless in comparison w ith those re­




