
This New Year I am honored to have been 
asked to present closing words at the 
Martin Luther King Sunrise Celebration at 
ALA’s Midwinter Meeting. And though my 
charge requires only that I offer a reflec-
tion of not more than five or six minutes, 
this is a task that I do not approach lightly 
for several reasons. 

I am a civil rights baby. The year of my 
birth was punctuated with movements and 
upheavals domestically and internationally 
that would change the course of history. 
Media coverage of Vietnam War atrocities 
captured images the American public could 
not look away from. Large student protests 
in Paris and Mexico City rattled govern-
mental infrastructures. Ludvik Vaculik’s 
manifesto “Two Thousand Words” call-
ing for a move toward democratic rule in 
Czechoslovakia rocked Communist leader-
ship, and both Robert Kennedy and Martin 
Luther King, Jr. would be assassinated. 

In so many ways King’s life and death 
embodied and foreshadowed these and 
other unmentioned events. Anti-war and 
non-violence sentiments, the involvement 
of young people in civil rights protests, 
writing as an effective means of dissent, 
and the formation of small but unified 
affinity groups willing to confront the pow-
ers that be are hallmarks of the various 
strategies that King employed so effective-
ly. Like many other leaders he has left us a 
blueprint for making change in the world.

Even still, I wrangled over what words 
to reach for to challenge those of us who 

work in libraries to rise to the higher lev-
els of leadership to which we are called. 
I am not speaking necessarily of orga-
nizational leadership, though that too is 
important, but of a deeper kind of spiritual 
and community leadership that transcends 
the various institutions in which we work. 
It is this second kind of vocational calling 
that wakes some of us up at night, that 
gives some of us pause in the middle of 
morning commutes, or during our most 
hectic days. There are some of us strug-
gling with this gnawing feeling that we are 
called to be more, to climb a higher if not 
yet visible mountain. Indeed the mountain 
as metaphor is something that King would 
call upon in many of his speeches and 
perhaps most unforgettably in the speech 
he gave April 3, 1968, during the Memphis 
Sanitation Worker’s strike when foreseeing 
his own death he spoke these words:

Like anybody, I would like to live 
a long life—longevity has its place. 
But I’m not concerned about that 
now. I just want to do God’s will. 
And He’s allowed me to go up to 
the mountain. And I’ve looked over, 

and I’ve seen the Promised Land. 
I may not get there with you. But I 
want you to know tonight, that we, 
as a people, will get to the Promised 
Land. And so I’m happy tonight; I’m 
not worried about anything; I’m not 
fearing any man.

King would be killed the next day. He 
would not have even reached his forti-
eth birthday. And as I write this I think 
of another man whose life has deeply 
effected me, my older brother Scot, who 
shares King’s January 15 birthday. Though 
we were raised in a neighborhood where 
gang involvement, especially for young 
men, seemed a rite of passage, my brother 
fought to stay out of one. I did not pos-
sess my brother’s inherent peacefulness 
and for a period it seemed I was always 
“scrapping,” standing up to a bully, com-
ing to the aid of a friend, refusing to back 
down when someone did or said some-
thing wrong. 

I remember coming home one 
Saturday afternoon, hair unruly, a long 
scratch across my cheek, it was obvi-
ous that I had been fighting. I excused 
myself to the tiny room I shared with our 
home’s only bookshelf and sulked across 
the bed with some book or the other. I 
could feel my brother’s presence without 
looking up. “You can’t fight everyone,” 
he told me. “You’re gonna have to figure 
out some other way.” I tried to pretend to 
not know what he was talking about. But 
those words stayed with me and stay with 
me still. In order to share this world with 
each other, we must figure out some other 
way to come together across our differ-
ences and resolve our conflicts. As I look 
at headlines around the world and see 
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Homosexuality is one of those things—like 
bad breath, global warming and pedo-
philia—that some would rather not men-
tion by name. But it’s also a fact of life: 
sexuality comes in many flavors, including 
queer ones. Those of us in Library Land 
can’t ignore this if we’re going to attend to 
the bibliographic needs of the library-card-
carrying public. But providing appropriate 
library materials and services for gays and 
lesbians of color is a complicated matter 
that is further complicated by silence. 

when I say that I am a lesbian I get 
ahead of those who refer to me by say-
ing: she is.

Despite legal gains in same-sex partner-
ship benefits and the promise of legiti-
mate queer matrimonies, there is still the 
elemental problem of homophobia. Not 
everyone who is gay is out and proud, 
even with the proliferation of rainbow 
flags, hot pink triangle T-shirts, glamor-
ous dykes on cable TV and annual gay 
pride parades. And for queers of color, the 
closet is possibly deeper than for white 
America.

For Latina lesbians, the pull of lan-
guage, culture and family is a strong 
deterrent to coming out. To be a foreigner 
in the U.S.—from another country, with 
another mother tongue, with another flag 
waving in your heart—is to be already 
outnumbered, vulnerable, and yearning 
for the lost land. Why risk losing the love 
of your own flesh and blood when you 
can just be quiet about it and have the 
best of all worlds? No one would lightly 
endanger that which is most precious. The 
closet is an alternative, a compromise.

when I am what I am, I continue to 
be everything that I am: the one who 
eats grapefruits for breakfast, who never 
brushes her hair, who dances vallenatos, 
and who continues to be what she is.

But the pull to be true to yourself is 
also great. For some reason—biology, 
intelligent design, or pornography-induced 
lechery—kissing that girl in grade school 
was not a game. Same-sex sexual desire is 
difficult to ignore even when the patriar-
chy sells otherwise. Lesbianism is a call-
ing, a trinket with your name on it, a song 
you have to dance to. 

Sometimes Latina lesbians find their 
way to lesbianism by following the vis-
ible path within the predominantly white 
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered 
world. We learn the ropes here—from the 
Stonewall historical marker to women’s 
music festivals to The Advocate and On 
Our Backs. And some of us eventually 
find our way to the Latina lesbian subcul-
ture via organizations, cultural produc-
tions, or by plugging in to a network of 
Latina lesbian friends. 

the one who is but does not say “I am” 
can only be what she is when surround-
ed by others who also don’t say that they 
are unless they are with each other.

But homophobia persists. One Latina 
girlfriend introduced me to her family 
as her “friend.” “Lover is a strong word,” 
she said. “It sounds illegal and secretive.” 
Another hid all evidence of her lesbianism 
from her family and fled her small town 
in the mountains of South America to the 
U.S. so she could be out as a lesbian.

the one who is and does not say “I 
am” can also be what she is by herself 
when there are no eyes around to scruti-
nize and label her.

Coming out is an intensely personal and 
complicated process. Oftentimes, it leads 
people to the library in search of validation 

of their sexual self. A lesbian could be in 
the library looking for information about 
queer history and culture, seeking to know 
about organizations, or just wanting to read 
a good lesbian novel in Spanish. 

How can librarians serve patrons such 
as Latina lesbians? It’s a sizable task, 
especially considering the cultural, eth-
nic, and linguistic disconnect. How is a 
librarian to know that Cristina Peri Rossi 
is an out lesbian Uruguayan writer with 
love poetry in Spanish? Or that Chavela 
Vargas, who recently published her auto-
biography, was an infamous womanizer 
who performed love songs for women? 
Or about Latin American lesbian listservs, 
organizations, and gatherings? And how 
is a librarian supposed to address issues 
such as incomplete collections, inappro-
priate subject headings, and bibliographic 
invisibility? 

The best thing librarians can do, like 
lesbians, is be themselves. Do research, 
compile bibliographies, employ third-level 
cataloging, identify distributors, pursue 
periodicals, do exhibits, plan poetry read-
ings, check electronic databases for queer 
and ethnic coverage, do not fear Spanish, 
do not expect to find it all or know it all, 
and go out of the way to get the goods. 
Because it’s not easy. There is no Latina-
lesbian-in-a-nutshell encyclopedia yet, and 
there may never be. We have to make do 
with the bits and pieces, read between the 
lines, be sleuths. We have to go beneath 
the visible gay mainstream. 

And once we’re there, we just need to 
continue to do our jobs. 

still, it matters not that those who are 
do not say “I am” because in any case 
everyone else almost always knows that 
they are.

The text in italics is from the poem 
“When I Say I Am” from For the Hard 
Ones: A Lesbian Phenomenology / Para 
las duras: una fenomenología lesbiana 
by tatiana de la tierra (Calaca/Chibcha 
Press, 2002).  ●V

FROM THE FIELD

Lesbians and 
Lovers in 
Library Land
Tatiana de La Tierra

Tatiana de La Tierra is a librarian at the 
University at Buffalo. 

For more discussion on this topic, join us at Annual Conference for:
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spaces we maintain. Sponsored by the Diversity Council and moderated by Michael Miller.
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Librarians are thinking outside the 
box and finding ways to better serve 
customers and develop their careers.  
REFORMA Northeast chapter and the 
Black Caucus of the American Library 
Association (BCALA) chapters on the 
Northeast have concocted a winning for-
mula to host joint programs to meet the 
needs of their members. They have gone 
beyond the borders of their caucuses 
and are hosting events where both asso-
ciations participate.  

As a way of reuniting librarians 
from various states who were members 
of different ethnic causes within the 
Northeast, REFORMA invited BCALA to 
host a joint conference. The first-ever 
REFORMA Northeast and BCALA joint 
conference, “Equity of Access: Services 
to Multicultural Communities,” took 
place in May 2005 in New York. A con-
certed effort from both caucuses led to 
a day where sessions on addressing the 
needs of traditionally underserved popu-
lations were presented by members of 
both associations.  

WHY is it important for ALA ethnic 
caucuses to work beyond their borders? 
As Andrew Jackson, BCALA president, 
mentioned when interviewed about the 
topic, “Our users represent the cultures 
of the world. As we serve them, the eth-
nic caucuses should work in conjunction 
to discuss and design methods and ideas 
to those concerns to better provide our 
service to our publics.” Partnering with 
other caucuses will expand the possibili-
ties of providing membership with tools 
to serve multicultural and multilingual 
populations. It is proactive to believe that 
a concerted effort to host joint programs 
will have a positive impact on recruiting 
“minorities.” As Atkins and Espinal state 
it “will result in more knowledgeable 

librarians to serve these other American 
communities,” (Library Journal [Apr. 15, 
2004]: 52–54).

WHAT are the benefits of working in 
conjunction? Some benefits of working 
across affinity groups for common goals 
are: Networking opportunities brought 
by the interaction of members from dif-
ferent caucuses which can be maximized 
by subscription to ethnic caucuses’ 
mailing list servers; mutual support 
and friendship which can evolve from 
said meetings in which librarians work 
together finding new ideas, services and 
programs; job opportunities and career 

advancement that might come via pre-
sentations, publishing or Web site devel-
opment by caucuses’ members active 
within the joint programs; scholarship 
opportunities which open up avenues of 
educations; and recruitment opportuni-
ties increased by events where informa-
tion on the caucuses and LIS are widely 
disseminated. 

HOW can ALA ethnic caucuses work 
without borders? It all starts with librar-
ians serving on professional association 
committees, round tables and boards 

reaching out to effectively serve under-
served multilingual and multicultural 
populations. Librarians with an unlimited 
desire to better their professional possi-
bilities won’t be stopped at the border of 
their ethnic caucus. 

After that first program in May 2005, 
there had been other events in which 
REFORMA Northeast and BCALA have 
teamed up such as the BCALA-CT 
Diversity Conference. Hosted by the 
Connecticut chapter of BCALA, the con-
ference featured “Services to Spanish-
speaking People,” a program presented 
by REFORMA. Aspects of the joint work 
included the mailing of a news release 
prepared by BCALA-CT which was sent 
by REFORMA members to their mailing 
list servers to publicize the conference. 
On the day of the conference, REFORMA 
membership forms were distributed to the 
attendees and displayed on the registra-
tion table along with BCALA’s. REFORMA 
Northeast has also participated in other 
activities hosted by BCALA like the 
launching of Cornucopia, the Rhode 
Island chapter of BCALA. Currently, both 
caucuses have an ongoing commitment to 
continue strong teamwork. 

Breaking through preconceived 
schemes of what ethnic caucuses should 
or should not do will have a positive 

impact on the membership of the associa-
tions working in conjunction. As Andrew 
Jackson mentioned, “Individually, our 
cultures share many of the same access, 
service concerns, and problems.” We do 
share common ground which helps align 
our work and motivate working with one 
another. It is an all around win-win situa-
tion: Librarians, libraries and customers 
will benefit from ALA ethnic caucuses 
work without borders.  ●V

FROM THE FIELD

ALA Ethnic Caucuses  
Without Borders
Loida Garcia-Febo

Loida Garcia-Febo is the President of REFORMA Northeast Chapter and the Spanish Language 
Collections/Cultural Arts Manager of Queens Library’s New Americans Program.

The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands 
in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he 

stands at times of challenge and controversy.
—Martin Luther King, Jr. 
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Early this fall an e-mail message from the 
campus Upward Bound office appeared 
on my computer, telling me about an 
upcoming career workshop being planned 
and requesting that I speak to the stu-
dents about career opportunities in the 
field of library science. I immediately shot 
off a reply accepting the opportunity. 

It wasn’t until later that I thought 
about what it would be like giving two 
thirty-minute presentations to high school 
students about my chosen career. I 
remember what my reaction would have 
been at that age. The next thing I remem-
bered was that many of these students 
represented the diversity our profession 
sorely needed. I called up Tracie Hall at 
the ALA Office for Diversity, hoping she 
could send me material. She was able to 
supply brochures and some great posters. 
I felt a little more prepared but still won-
dered how many students would come 
hear me talk.

Upward Bound has been active on the 
St. Ambrose University campus for over 
six years. During the summer students 
take college credit classes and live on 
campus Monday through Friday. The 
students receive a college ID card that 
also serves as their library card while on 
campus. All spend a considerable amount 
of study and research time within the 
library. Having worked with these stu-
dents during past summers I knew they 
were capable, engaged, and very moti-
vated students. I began to look forward 
to introducing the idea that librarianship 
was a rewarding, interesting and chal-
lenging career. It was an opportunity to 
plant a seed that might germinate later.

The date for the Saturday workshop 
came around quickly. As I waited for my 
time to speak the students milled about 
during the break between sessions. I 
heard them discussing which session 

they were going to attend next, “I’m 
going to the one on criminal justice,” and 
“I’m going to hear about physical ther-
apy. They make a lot of money.” Then 
I heard, “Library science, what’s that?” 
and “There’s no way I’m going to the one 
on library science!” My confidence began 
to droop even though I knew I was rep-
resenting a great career. As I put up my 
posters and organized my handouts the 
room began to fill with students ranging 
in age from fourteen to eighteen years 
old. They came from over seven different 
high schools and during the first ses-
sion there were more young men than 
young women. I figured that it would be 
a tough room.

I talked about the educational 
requirements for a career in librarian-
ship, the different types of libraries in 
which they could work, and the salaries 
that new librarians were getting at this 
time. I also told them that since so many 
current librarians were likely to retire 
in the next seven to twelve years, many 
of them were right on track to benefit 
from the need that would cause. I hadn’t 
totally captured their interest until I 
started talking about money. The start-
ing salaries didn’t really excite them 
but they were shocked when I talked 
about what a library director for a large 
university or large public library could 
expect to make. Even the young men 
in the crowd sat up to that one. They 
hadn’t thought about the responsibil-
ity of running a large library or how it 
was like running a small company. The 
students were also surprised at how 
much money it took to buy the books, 
computers, databases, and periodicals 
they expected in a good library. They 
listened more intently to information 

FROM THE FIELD

Bound for Librarianship:  
Selling the Profession to Teens
John Pollitz

John Pollitz is Director, O'Keefe Library, St. Ambrose University.
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In 1970, the American Library Association 
took a stand to combat discrimina-
tion against sexual minority groups. 
Historically, this referred to gay, lesbian, 
and bisexual people. In the 1990’s, trans-
gender individuals were added. However, 
transgender people have a fundamental dif-
ference: Their identity is not derived from 
sexual orientation. A transgender person’s 
condition is focused on gender identity. 
This is an internal sense of the self.

Transgender is an umbrella term that 
describes a number of gender identity 
issues. It includes transsexuals, those who 
desire to modify or have modified their 
primary and/or secondary sexual charac-
teristics to match their gender identity. It 
also includes crossdressers. These indi-
viduals periodically dress as the opposite 
sex. Finally, there are individuals that defy 
classification within the binary gender 
system. They are sometimes referred to as 
gender queer. 

Society often confuses gender identity 
and sexual orientation issues. This confu-
sion raises questions in the provision of 
library services. Previous studies on the 
information needs and information uses 
of the gay, lesbian, bisexual, and trans-
gender (GLBT) community have mostly 
ignored transgender people. Ridinger 
(1996) and Norman (1999) barely mention 
transgender information needs. Fikar and 
Keith (2003) found that transgender indi-
viduals have different information needs 
than homosexuals and bisexuals. Their 
study mentioned specialized needs on 
topics such as hormone therapy, and sex 
reassignment surgery. However, the Fikar 
and Keith study only addressed medical 
information. There have been few if any 
studies aimed at the transgender commu-
nity’s broader information needs.

Making the  
Library Collection 
Transgender Inclusive
Libraries can do a lot to make transgender 
individuals feel welcome. Collection devel-
opment is a good place to start. In address-
ing the needs of the larger GLBT com-
munity, Van Buskirk (2005) recommends 
that librarians purchase winners of the 
various GLBT book awards. This is excel-

lent advice. Many of these organizations 
have award sections dedicated to transgen-
der issues. Van Buskirk also recommends 
checking with gay and lesbian bookstores 
and Amazon.com regarding GLBT bestsell-
ers. Additionally, librarians can do direct 
market research. The Internet makes it 
easy to contact local transgender support 
groups/individuals for recommendations. 

Because the transgender community 
is comprised of a wide range of identities, 
the collection should not focus on a single 
identity. A good collection should extend 
beyond the classic male-to-female trans-
sexual stories. The memoirs of Christine 
Jorgensen, Jan Morris, Donna Rose, or 
Jennifer Finney Boylan are fine examples 
of this type. Female-to-male transsexual 
perspectives, like those of Jamison Green, 
should be included. Authors such as Kate 
Bornstein and Riki Anne Wilchins look 
beyond a binary gender system. Their 
works are certainly valuable additions. 

Finally, crossdressers should not be forgot-
ten. Helen Boyd, Vern and Bonnie Bullough, 
and J.J. Allen have written about them.

The librarian should pay attention to 
information needs that are not served 
by the biography/memoir genre. Leslie 
Feinberg, Marjorie Garber, Joanne 
Meyerowitz, Pat Califia, and Viviane 
Namaste have works that look at transgen-
der issues from sociological or historical 
perspectives. Deborah Rudacille and Joan 
Roughgarden address the science behind 
gender identity issues in their books. There 
are also numerous titles that address 
psychological, counseling, or family accep-
tance issues. Randi Ettner, Mildred Brown 
and Chloe Rounsley, and Gianna Israel are 
a few leading authors in this area. 

The Internet offers a number of free 
resources that address medical, psycho-
logical, or legal information needs. These 
resources are often provided by nonprofit 
organizations. The library catalog can 
easily provide links to this information. 
Including these items makes sense given 
that Internet-based resources are the 
transgender community’s most important 
information source (Taylor, 2005). The 
following abbreviated list of organizations 
should be searched for relevant informa-

tion: Gender Public Advocacy Coalition; 
Harry Benjamin International Gender 
Dysphoria Association; Human Rights 
Campaign; International Foundation for 
Gender Education; National Gay and 
Lesbian Task Force; Parents, Families and 
Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG); 
Transgender Law and Policy Institute.

In serving the broader GLBT communi-
ty, librarians need to make sure that trans-
gender concerns are not forgotten. A good 
transgender collection should offer materi-
als from a variety of identity perspectives. 
The collection should also extend beyond 
the biography/memoir genre. Sociological, 
psychological, legal, medical, and science 
issues should be covered. Finally, the 
library collection should take advantage of 
the number of free resources available on 
the Internet.  ●V

For a list of works cited, please visit 
www.ala.org/versed.
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The Library Collection and 
Transgender Individuals
Jami Kathleen Taylor

Jami Taylor is a full-time Ph.D. candidate in the Department of Political Science and Public 
Administration, North Carolina State University.

Every man is guilty of all the good he didn’t do.
—Voltaire
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In the past few years many universities 
and academic libraries have attempted to 
address the issue of diversity. There has 
been an increase in the hiring of diver-
sity vice presidents and the creation of 
diversity offices at the institutional level. 
Academic libraries have responded to 
these initiatives by developing diverse 
collections, creating diversity program-
ming committees, and hiring diversity 
librarians. The literature provides many 
examples of collaboration between teach-
ing faculty and academic librarians in the 
areas of collection development and infor-
mation literacy, but fewer examples exist 
that describe collaborative efforts regard-
ing diversity. This account describes a col-
laboration of library faculty and teaching 
faculty at Texas A&M University (TAMU) 
that resulted in the formation of Faculty 
Committed to an Inclusive Campus 
(FCIC), a committee dedicated to promot-
ing an inclusive campus climate.

On December 3, 2003, President Robert 
M. Gates announced that, despite the 
recent Supreme Court Grutter vs. Bollinger 
ruling allowing an applicant’s race to be 
considered for admission, Texas A&M 
University would continue to admit stu-
dents on individual merit only. Prior to 
his announcement, faculty and staff had 
little opportunity to participate in this 
decision. In addition, there were episodes 
of intolerance occurring across campus 
and editorials attacking diversity and race-
based admissions in the campus newspa-
per. Concerned faculty met in an attempt 
to identify ways to support and increase 
diversity at Texas A&M and formed FCIC. 

As librarians and citizens we felt com-
pelled to join FCIC as it was an opportu-
nity to assist the school in its efforts to 
create a truly diverse campus climate. 

The objectives of our organization are 
included in the mission statement:

Faculty Committed to an Inclusive 
Campus is a group of faculty at 
Texas A&M University that seeks 
to increase diversity at Texas A&M 
University and to make our cam-
pus a welcoming environment for 
everyone. FCIC has a broad vision 
of diversity which includes, but is 
not limited to race, class, gender, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation and 
identity, religion, geographic origin, 
age, and disability.

With this statement as a foundation 
we crafted a set of diversity recommen-
dations that compared our institution to 
peer institutions throughout the country 
and submitted them to the administration. 
These recommendations addressed prob-
lems at TAMU that are structural as well 
as cultural and offered solutions that will 
not only impact campus policies, but will 
also involve substantial changes in how 
funding is distributed. 

■ To increase the number of underrep-
resented groups among our student 
population, we called for the creation 
of a Youth Scholars Program that 
encourages students to attend Texas 
A&M, as well as scholarships and 
financial aid programs that explicitly 

consider race and ethnicity. 
■ To increase diversity among our fac-

ulty, we recommended the increase in 
the number of new faculty hires from 
underrepresented groups and the 
strengthening of academic programs 
that address diversity concerns. 

■ To raise awareness of diversity issues 
and generate a welcoming environ-
ment, we advocated the establish-
ment of a Center for Diversity, a 
diversity code of conduct, an office 
to investigate incidents of discrimina-
tion and harassment, and a university 
wide diversity campaign that begins 
with freshman orientation and ends 
with graduation.

Once these proposals were submitted 
to Dr. Gates, we recognized that we needed 
to send a unified message that FCIC valued 
diversity. We organized a Diversity Rally 
& March to allow all those who endorsed 
efforts to diversify our campus the oppor-
tunity to express that support. Organizing 
this event began by setting a date and time 
for the rally, selecting a highly visible spot, 
and promoting the rally through radio inter-
views, newspaper articles, advertisements, 
flyers, and online university publications. 
As a result of these efforts, over forty orga-
nizations agreed to co-sponsor the rally, 
including the Office of the President, many 
academic departments, student organiza-
tions, and the TAMU libraries.

We designed a brochure to distribute 
at the rally that would introduce our orga-
nization to the campus. In addition to our 

mission statement, recommendations and 
contact information, we included quota-
tions extolling the benefits of diversity 
from professionals in academic, gov-
ernmental, business, international, and 
military environments. We provided infor-
mation on diversity related Web sites for 
additional learning opportunities.

During the rally, Dr. Anderson, the vice 
president and associate provost, Office for 

DIVERSITY TOOLCHEST

Creating a Climate of Change: 
Academic Libraries Develop 
Collaborative Model
Carmelita Pickett, Jane Smith, and Rebecca Hankins

Carmelita N. Pickett is African American Studies Librarian at Emory University, Woodruff Library. 

Jane Smith is Education Librarian at Texas A&M University, Evans Library.

Rebecca Hankins is Area Studies Archivist at Texas A&M University, Evans Library.

The highest destiny  
of the individual is  

to serve rather than  
to rule.

—Albert Einstein 
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We are all aware of the statistics that 
speak to the graying of the profession 
and the small number of “minority librar-
ians” in the profession, especially in 
positions of leadership. We have asked 
ourselves, “What are we doing to combat 
these issues?” Some have even accused 
the profession of talking the talk but not 
walking the walk of diversity, recruitment, 
and retention. The truth is there are sev-
eral individuals and groups that are doing 
more than talking.  

Each of us has the power to take 
what we’ve learned in our respective LIS 
programs and in our professional set-
tings and apply our personal and cultural 
beliefs to affect change. It all starts with 
recruitment to the library profession and 
what students are learning in the class-
room and continues with retaining these 
diverse professionals and challenging 
them to break out of their own comfort 
zones to encourage others.

When I was in graduate school, I was 
fortunate to be a part of two very impor-
tant and highly respected programs in 
LIS education, The Spectrum Scholarship 
Program and the University of Arizona’s 
Knowledge River program. Knowledge 
River has been in existence since 2002 
and specifically focuses on Latino and 
Native American students interested 
in becoming librarians. Not only did 
Knowledge River provide me with addi-
tional financial assistance for attending 
library school, it also allowed me to learn 
more about information issues within the 
Latino and Native American environments 
through culturally sensitive courses that 
were open to the entire library school stu-
dent population. 

When the university was consider-
ing cutting our library school program a 
few years ago, it was partly because of 
Knowledge River that our LIS program 
was saved. Having so many Latino and 
Native American scholars graduating from 

the program was a huge incentive for the 
university to keep the library school open.

I am proud to say that I am a Knowl-
edge River Scholar and a Spectrum 
Scholar because they were unique oppor-
tunities that enabled me to learn more and 
be a part of greater experiences. I was 
able to study issues regarding access to 
information to underrepresented commu-
nities and learn to be flexible and open to 
new ideas coming my way professionally.

Currently, I am a library resident 
working in the Reference and Instruction 
Department at Auburn University 
Libraries in Alabama. Alabama is a land 
far, far away from my hometown and 
family in Phoenix, Arizona! Never in a 
million years would I have guessed that 
I’d be calling the Deep South home. When 
I first moved to Auburn two years ago, I 
was convinced that I would fulfill my resi-
dency duties, get what I could out of the 
experience, and leave that one-horse town 
with a whole new set of marketable skills. 
Fortunately I’ve grown to appreciate the 
lifestyle and friends Auburn has to offer 
and can’t imagine leaving anytime soon. 

As a recent graduate from library 
school, I had to not only familiarize 
myself with a large ARL library system 
and how it functioned within the greater 
university community, but I had to also 
learn about southern culture and history 
and how they affect the day-to-day activi-
ties of my new library. An even greater 
challenge for me, as a Latina in an unfa-
miliar environment, was trying to teach 
Auburn about my culture and history. I 
get frustrated sometimes, but that doesn’t 
mean that I want to run away to make life 
easier for myself. I know I’d be abandon-
ing my duty to a community in Auburn 
that needs me. 

My training at the University of 
Arizona helped me learn that information 
resources are everywhere, and I have a 
responsibility as a trained specialist to 

share my talents and skills with communi-
ties that need me—even if those commu-
nities are not what some would consider 
hotbeds for Latino/Native American cul-
tural issues.

The truth is I had no idea what to 
expect at Auburn or what I could provide 
in terms of knowledge, skills, and abili-
ties. This was, after all, my first profes-
sional job and I thought they would be 
the ones teaching me the finer points of 
academic librarianship. Which is very 
true—they’ve done an excellent job teach-
ing me how to be a good librarian. Little 
did I know, however, that I would be 
the first professional Latina librarian at 
Auburn and that I would be a part of an 
international cultural exchange. 

When I first interviewed at Auburn, I 
noticed a hidden case of artifacts down 
in the Special Collections & Archives 
Department. When I asked people about 
it, no one knew where the artifacts came 
from or how long Auburn had them. 

“They’ve been down here for years,” 
someone told me.

After I was offered the job, I decided 
to investigate further. I worked closely 
with several Special Collections & 
Archives Librarians to find out these 
artifacts were in fact Mayan and were 
found in Honduras. Apparently these 
items were smuggled illegally in fruit 
crates back in the 1920s and 1930s by 

an Auburn University graduate and 
donated to the university as part of his 
estate. After about a year of finding the 
proper authorities and learning what 
legal routes Auburn had to take in order 
to repatriate these artifacts, I am proud 
to say these items were safely delivered 
to the Honduras Institute of History and 
Anthropology in March of 2005.

Quite often people will question 
the need for programs like Spectrum, 

SPECTRUM SCOPE

Breaking Out of the Box 
Toni Olivas

Toni Olivas is Librarian, Auburn University Libraries.

No matter how far 
you’ve gone on a wrong 

road, turn back.
—Turkish Proverb
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Knowledge River and even minority 
residency programs themselves. Ideally 
it would be great not to need them and 
have our libraries and library schools 
filled with diversity. Unfortunately that is 
not the case. Minority librarians are still 
a small group in the classroom and in 
positions of leadership. Without programs 
such as Spectrum, Knowledge River and 
minority residency programs, such as 
Auburn’s, I don’t think I ever would have 
ended up a librarian—let alone a librarian 
in a small southern town. These programs 
offer minorities incentives for seeking 
out careers in libraries, and residency 
programs give those librarians an oppor-
tunity to spread their wings and bring 
their talents and diversity to unexpected 
places.  ●V

about the scholarships available through 
the ALA Spectrum Initiative and the 
ACRL Spectrum Scholars mentoring pro-
gram. They looked a little more closely 
at the brochures I brought and began to 
ask pointed questions about what librar-
ians did and what universities offered 
MLS programs. We talked about librar-
ians who worked with young people and 

were experts in graphic novels. Two of 
the young women remarked about their 
experiences in the local public librar-
ies and admitted that being a children’s 
librarian would be enjoyable. To my 
surprise, after each session, one or two 
students came up to me with questions 
about the career. I went away pleased 
with the thought that the seed had been 
planted and some thirty students knew a 
little more about our profession.  ●V

history repeating itself through the racial 
and ethnic tensions that have spurred vio-
lence in Paris’s suburbs and among youth 
in Australia; as I see the proliferation of 
violence and mass desensitization to vio-
lence; as I see war and excuses for war—I 
know that it is true. We are going to have 
to “figure out some other way” or be left 
with no options at all.

In that last speech, given less than 
twenty-four hours before his death King 
reflected on how pleased he was to be 
alive at a time of enormous challenge and 
to which he felt uniquely called. He said:

And another reason that I’m 
happy to live in this period is that 

we have been forced to a point 
where we are going to have to 
grapple with the problems that 
men have been trying to grapple 
with through history, but the 
demands didn’t force them to do it. 
Survival demands that we grapple 
with them. Men for years now 
have been talking about war and 
peace. But now no longer can they 
just talk about it. It is no longer 
a choice between violence and 
nonviolence in this world; it’s non-
violence or nonexistence. That is 
where we are today.

King chose his mountain or rather he 
and his mountain chose each other. Which 
mountain waits for you?  ●V

Institutional Assessment & Diversity spoke 
to the crowd, emphasizing the principles of 
courage and accountability in our diversity 
endeavors. More than 450 people partici-
pated in the March for Diversity, and many 
more attended the rally throughout its 
three-hour span. Sponsoring organizations 
staffed tables to discuss the benefits of 
diversity and affirmative action and to dis-
tribute information, statistics and handouts 
promoting inclusion. 

After the success of the rally and the 
diverse voices from staff that expressed an 
interest in working with us in this impor-
tant endeavor, the coalition decided to 
open membership up to staff on campus 
and changed our name to reflect this new 
coalition: Faculty and Staff Committed to 
an Inclusive Campus (FSCIC). With this 
change we implemented a more structured 
organization with a steering committee that 
would take the lead to foster change more 
proactively. Rebecca was chosen as sec-
retary of the steering committee and Jane 
serves on the membership committee. 

Our ongoing activities include a 
response to a number of recent criminal 
incidents: FSCIC offered a set of initia-
tives to prevent assaults and improve 
campus policing. We actively seek the 
implementation of these recommen-
dations and initiatives, meeting with 
President Gates or his representatives reg-
ularly to keep these issues in the forefront 
of administrative policy making. 

FSCIC has tackled a number of issues 
since its formation, including a letter 
writing campaign in the student-run 
newspaper, The Battalion, in response to 
an attack on Muslim students; meetings 
with administration officials regarding 
the physical assaults and hate crimes 
against a gay student and an international 
student; and support of the Living Wage 
Initiative of the Living Wage Coalition of 
the Brazos Valley. We are also currently 
working with student groups interested 
in creating a committee using FSCIC as a 
model. FSCIC remains vigilant and stands 
as a bulwark in support of a committed 
and inclusive voice on the Texas A&M 
University campus.  ●V
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