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Mentoring each other

(reating a community of practice for aspiring

and current library managers

ntegrating formal management training into
library school curriculum has been a topic of dis-
cussion for years, with varying progress. And in our
experience, librarians are rarely given formal training
on the job before becoming managers. We need to
find ways to support new managers, helping them to
acquire skills to handle the interpersonal, economic,
and political challenges. Human Resources depart-
ments can provide valuable training in policy and pro-
cedures of the organization, but libraries have unique
management challenges that may not exist elsewhere
on campus. Librarians may be asked to manage fac-
ulty, staff, and student workers. They may need to
arrange for coverage for service points, as well as work
as an academic department. They work on projects
with people from all parts of campus. Sometimes only
other librarians understand the different dynamics of
our situation. But when you're a manager, it can be
awkward to discuss specific management concerns
with colleagues in your organization. Meeting with
librarians from other institutions provides a comfort-
able level of anonymity.
Our project started, as so many do, over coffee.
In 2017, Candice Benjes-Small and Katelyn Burton
had met to discuss Burton’s new position at Virginia
Western Community College, and the conversation
turned to management issues. Burton was new to
management, while Benjes-Small had over a decade
of experience, and both felt like they could benefit
from a friendly ear to brainstorm problems, concerns,
and solutions. At that point in time, they worked 45
miles apart—close enough for an occasional face-to-
face chat but too far for anything more frequent. But
there was this new program called Zoom that our
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universities had recently licensed. Maybe that could
help facilitate such meetings? From this initial coffee
conversation, the idea to start a small management
community of practice that would meet online was
born. Our community of practice grew to include
participants who aspired to become managers, those
who were new to a management role, and those with
many years of management experience.

What is a community of practice?

Librarianship is full of communities of practice.
We may not be consciously aware of them, but
they exist, nonetheless. “Communities of practice
are groups of people who share a concern, a set
of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who
deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by
interacting on an ongoing basis.”' They help us to
solve problems with assistance from members of our
profession who have had similar experiences or are
going through similar situations by offering us new
perspectives on our issues, and the support to solve
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the problems we face. They allow us to explore and
learn together. Communities of practice do not have
to be limited to one institution and can be spread
out to include individuals from many different types
of institutions.

According to Etienne Wenger, Richard Mc-
Dermott, and William M. Snyder, interactions in a
community of practice are structured and centered
around a specific goal that the group agrees on. The
group discusses and explores problems based on an
agreement about the general topic. This allows the
group to build trust and feel comfortable with sharing
knowledge and experiences in this area. It gives the
group access to expertise that may not have been avail-
able otherwise. The group builds a knowledge base
that belongs to them. If documented correctly, this
knowledge will be available to share beyond the com-
munity of practice. The presence of this knowledge
is what makes the community of practice successful.

How does our group reflect community
of practice standards?

While our group members did not research com-
munities of practice before starting, the experience
of this group has mirrored the criteria above. These
components can also be broken down into three
overlapping segments: community, domain, and
practice.?

The members of this community have pre-
existing relationships that formed outside of this
group, from either working at the same institution
at different times or through regional structures cen-
tered around library instruction. This helped build
the necessary trust to handle difficult conversations,
but this community of practice solidified around our
intentional and regular meetings to discuss library
management issues.

Domain usually applies to a shared competence
but may also apply to shared interest: while one of
our group members does not yet have a supervisory
role in a library, the members with longer experience
in library management help to provide a backbone
of expertise and perspective during exercises. The
members in newer managerial roles help firsthand
to illustrate aspects of the sometimes difficult transi-
tion from worker to management, and bring vital
information to the group.

The practice that builds during our meetings, as
the literature discusses, is the set of shared stories
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that we develop over time that change our behavior
outside of the group. Our meetings have had a posi-
tive impact on how we each handle work scenarios,
whether it’s better communication with a direct
report, discussing conflict with a supervisor, advocat-
ing for a plan of action, or in managing a project.

Logistics of our community of practice

We meet monthly over Zoom for an hour. Since
2017, our membership of core members has ranged
from five-to-eight people. We begin with a guest
speaker, who is a librarian from outside our com-
munity with management experience. Through the
years, we have invited librarians we know through
our professional connections. At first, Benjes-Small’s
network was heavily called upon but in more recent
times, other members have invited speakers they
knew. Ahead of the meeting, the guest speaker is
asked to provide a brief “management autobiogra-
phy,” and plan to share a case study that taught the
guest speaker an important manager lesson. These
case studies are anonymized, and confidentiality
all-around is promised. During our meeting, the
guest speaker presents the case study, stopping short
of saying how the situation was resolved. The com-
munity of practice members then debate what they
would do as the manager in the situation, asking the
speaker for further information, as needed. At the
conclusion, the speaker then shares what happened
in real life. This usually takes about half an hour.
‘The remaining time is spent either discussing anoth-
er case study (we used a lot of letters from the “Ask A
Manager” blog) or throwing out our own manage-
ment dilemmas and using the group as a brain trust.

Participant feedback

Three years into our monthly meetings, the
most valuable outcome has been the chance to
pause and reflect on management issues. Since
our group formed, three participants have been
promoted into management positions or had
their position descriptions change radically. In
the midst of many personal/personnel changes,
a global pandemic, a shift to remote work and
online instruction, and myriad other challenges,
carving out time for deep reflection has seemed
impossible. The rhythm of a monthly discussion
provides treasured time, space, and encourage-

ment to focus on management.
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Additionally, this community of practice has
led to connections across our region and field.
Having the chance to “meet” other managers and
build professional contacts has led to a network
of collaborators and mentors. We've heard from
managers who faced many challenges and learned
from their experiences, but we also built a support
system, in case we should face similar issues in our
workplaces. This has helped the participants feel
more confident and better prepared to face the

difficult conversations that management requires.

Guest speaker feedback

We asked our guest speakers to reflect on their
experiences as the “outside” voice for our com-
munity of practice. A number of common themes
emerged in the responses. Many appreciated the
need for such a group to exist, pointing out that li-
brarians rarely get a solid management foundation
in library school. We are often promoted because
we excel at the contributor level, not because we
possess innate management skills, and manage-
ment work can be very isolating and lonely.

Guests valued the different viewpoints that our
community provided. As mentioned, the speaker
shares a real-life scenario with us. In the reflections,
guests said the resulting conversations gave them
an opportunity to consider new perspectives on
these situations. They also liked that the discussions
drove home that there is rarely one “right” answer
to management concerns.

Finally, guest speakers expressed a desire to belong
to a similar group. They complimented the supportive
nature of our community; the opportunity to have
intentional, thoughtful conversations about manage-
ment; and the space to have confidential discussions.
“Overall, I thought this was an excellent program,
which I would have greatly enjoyed participating in
during an earlier stage of my career,” wrote one.

Starting your own community
So where does this leave you? Whether you're an
aspiring manager or you're already leading a team
of people, we encourage you to reach out to your
trusted network to get your own management
mentoring group started. Here are a few impor-
tant elements to building your own group:

* Confidentiality is required for this group
to be successful. Whether you're inviting guests
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who will share real management dilemmas, or
your fellow member would like to dive into a
current problem, it’s imperative for everything to
stay within the group. This allows for productive
conversations and honest feedback.

* Who are your people? Who is in your ex-
tended library network that you trust? Reach out
to those people to start this group. While everyone
doesn’t need to be from a different institution, it’s
helpful to have people from different organizations
because it diversifies the experiences in the group.
Regardless of who you invite, trust is a crucial
element because confidentiality is so important.

* Facilitation is a real and important job in
the group. The meeting facilitator sets the agenda,
prepares any guests (see below) or readings, is ready
to ask questions, and keeps track of time. Recognize
that these elements are important to a productive
meeting and share the facilitation responsibilities.

* Prepare any meeting guests by letting them
know the format of your meetings. They should
know how much time they have to present their
problem, when to pause for group questions, and
when they should share how they handled the
problem.

* Remember that this group is a democracy,
and no single person is bequeathing their man-
agement wisdom on others. As a community of
practice, you're learning together and setting the
trajectory of the group together.

* Examine the makeup of your group with an
eye towards blind spots and biases. Our group con-
sists largely of White women in a field composed
overwhelmingly of the same. We encourage you to
look at the makeup of your community of practice,
who you invite as guests, and the topics which you
discuss with a critical lens. Think intentionally
about equity and inclusion.

Conclusion

Our community of practice has provided oppor-
tunities to learn, to network, and to grow as pro-
fessionals. During the pandemic, we found this
group to be incredibly beneficial because never
did library management feel lonelier than dur-
ing a lockdown. By continuing with our monthly

meetings over Zoom, we forged even tighter con-

(continues on page 484)
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promotion criteria, effects of increasing adjuncti-
fication on the futures of disciplines themselves,
and other disciplinary boundaries that—while

often invisible—are always constitutive.
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together to be well spent. We hope you can find a
similar community that will help you thrive.
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