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Good afternoon, and thank you for inviting me to speak!  For those who don’t know me, I am Jason Pannone, and I am the librarian for Robbins Library, in the Department of Philosophy.  I’m going to speak with you today about my experiences in creating and maintaining a library blog, and how I use my blog as part of my daily routine, in “Dr. Strangepost; or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Blog.” 


®

Why a Blog?

To deliver timely and
relevant information to
patrons

To counter a “If 1t’s not
on JSTOR, It doesn’t
exist” mentality

To be in line with
department expectations
for increased use of
technology

Curiosity

“...to close the US-Soviet blogging gap...”
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You might be asking – why did you ever decide to create a blog in the first place?  There are several reasons. 

The first was to close the U.S.-Soviet blogging gap… just kidding.  In reality, I was struggling to find a way to deliver timely and relevant information to my patrons about electronic and print resources and bibliographic instruction.  Offering print pathfinders and creating static Web pages were not of use or help to my patrons, and I’ve had great difficulty in interesting people in bibliographic instruction during my five-year tenure at Harvard.

The second reason was to counter a prevalent mindset that I’ve found among my patrons, viz., “If it’s not on JSTOR, it doesn’t exist.”  I find that many of the faculty and students whom I support will automatically go to JSTOR alone to look for any article, and will not consider other sources for information.  Despite many attempts to educate patrons in a variety of formats, I found that my efforts were having little to no effect.

Thirdly, the chair of the department is strongly encouraging the faculty to embrace technology (e.g., personal Web sites, course Web sites, and the like) as part of their teaching and research efforts.  So, blogging made sense as a way to be in line with this expectation.

Finally, I was motivated by sheer curiosity.  I read several blogs on a daily basis, and some friends had encouraged me to start blogging.  So, I decided to take the plunge and see what the fuss was about.  




S
‘ History & Construction

= August 2007 — present

= “Damn the torpedoes!
Full speed ahead!”

= Construction

= “Continuous Process
Improvement”

Adm. David Farragut, USN
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I’ve been blogging now for just over a year.  You might be asking, “How did I construct the thing?” 

Those of you who are Civil War buffs might recognize the quote from Admiral David Farragut, who reputedly said something to this effect at the Battle of Mobile Bay, 1864.  Farragut, aboard his flagship, the USS Hartford, when asking why his fleet was backing away from attacking Mobile, was told that the Confederates had strewn the harbor with mines (called torpedoes in those days.)  Undaunted, Farragut reportedly uttered these lines, and ordered his captain to lead the fleet forward, ultimately to victory.

It’s an interesting anecdote, you might say, but what does this have to do with creating my blog?

Well, basically, I followed Admiral Farragut’s advice and just plowed ahead when starting my blog.  I didn’t do much research on how to set up a blog (let alone an academic library blog!), what to include, what it should look like – I considered what I liked and disliked from other blogs, picked a layout, added some pages and content, and just began writing. 

I chose to use the free blog platform offered through the Harvard Law School, for several reasons.  For one, I wanted to brand my blog as a Harvard blog.  For another, I wanted this blog to be strictly a work-related blog, so that I could tinker with it during working hours. I wanted to keep the focus of my posts narrow – i.e., only on philosophy and library resources at Harvard and beyond that would be of relevance to my patrons.  For a third, I wanted some sort of support for blogging, in case I had questions.

I did seek out permission from the chair of the Philosophy Department when I started.  I prepared a case for him, outlining why I wanted to start a blog, what I hoped to accomplish, and how I though it would be of help and relevance to the faculty.  I set up the blog and wrote a few posts before I approached him, to show him what I was considering doing, and with the understanding that I would cease doing so if he didn’t think it was of value.  We went back and forth for a few days, hammering out what the scope of the blog would be, its impact on my daily work process, and such.  Once that had been laid out, we agreed that this would be a good idea, but we also agreed that I would stop blogging if and when it began to interfere with my other job responsibilities.  With that, I sent out some notification to the faculty and graduate students, along with a few colleagues, and proceeded to merrily blog away.

But, once I launched the blog, I didn’t stop thinking about blog construction.  I’m always looking to improve and tweak the blog, whether it’s a change in layout, addition of content, dropping of content, and such.  All part of an annoying but useful concept I learned from my days as a cubicle serf in the corporate world, “continuous process improvement.”  This means always being on the lookout for ways to improve how you’re doing something.  Furthermore, I do take feedback from readers, and make changes if it helps their reading experience.


Take a Tour!

http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/
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With that brief intro laid out, let’s take a tour of my blog, “Robbins Library Notes.”

Here’s the home page, showing the current layout.  This is layout 2.1 – the second layout, with some added functionality (e.g., drop-down menus for Categories and Archives) from a recent software update.  The original layout was a red and brown format, which, while it looked Harvard-esque, was very difficult to read, especially when I added links to posts.  So, after about 8 months, after some feedback from a reader, I decided to change the layout to this format.  I had seen this layout on another blog, and liked its clean lines and spare look.

Let’s look at some of the ways I use this blog.  The examples I’m going to show you next are not the only ways that I use blogging in my work – these are merely for illustrative purposes.

http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/

Sample Posts

Database Overviews
o JSTOR (http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2007/08/07/database-overview-jstor/)
Bibliographic Instruction

o Bibliographic Instruction Page o _
(http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/welcome/bibliographic-instruction)

Reviews of New Materials & Notifications of Items of Potential Interest

o Oxford Handbook of Continental Philosophy
(http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2008/04/22/the-oxford-handbook-of-continental -

philosophy/)
o New Journal Issues (http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2008/07/14/new-issues-of-
inquiry-and-philosophy-and-phenomenological-research/)

Pontifications about Technology and Research

o Is Google Making Us Stupid? (http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2008/07/24/1s-
google-making-us-stupid/)

Humor
o The First IT Call (http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2007/08/14/humor/)

o Reason Bran (http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2008/04/14/reason-bran-part-of-a-
nutritious-breakfast-of-philosophical-humor/)
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Here are sample blog postings, which highlight some of the ways that I use my blog:

Database Overviews – I’ve done several posts on the most relevant databases for philosophy-related research, highlighting what the database is, strengths and weaknesses, tricks and ways to tweak it, often with examples, and how to best use the database.  Here’s one example, for everyone’s favorite database, JSTOR. 

Bibliographic Instruction – I’ve written out several cheat sheets, distilling what I’ve found to be best practices for searching, and posted them on a special “Bibliographic Instruction” page that people can easily access.  As you can see, I have several examples.  Additionally, I will sometimes take a complicated reference question that I’ve received during the week, and make a Question of the Week out of it – this means that I will outline how I located the information, using my search process step-by-step.  This has been helpful, as readers will occasionally comment on alternative strategies to find information, which benefits everyone.

Reviews of New Materials & Notifications – If we get in a book or item of interest, I will write a review of it, to let patrons know about it, including strengths and weaknesses.  Here’s an example of a short review that I posted about the Oxford Handbook of Continental Philosophy.  Similarly, I will post information about new issues of prominent journals, especially if there are articles of interest to large numbers of the department.   Here’s an example of a post I did in July on new issues of the journals Inquiry and Philosophy and Phenomenological Research.

Pontifications about Technology and Research – On occasion, I will permit myself a pontification or two on technology, the future or libraries, and the like.  Partly, this is for my own amusement, but it’s also partly to make a case for maintaining a physical library space, and to promote the value of libraries and librarians, i.e., me.  Those of you familiar with the article “Is Google Making Us Stupid,” which appeared earlier this year in the Atlantic, will recognize the title of this post.  

Humor – Finally, I include humorous posts in my blog, generally, though not always, with a philosophical bent.  One example is a video of the very first IT call, to promote bibliographic instruction.  The other is a simply silly piece I came up with one day, about “Post-Enlightenment Reason Bran.”

http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2007/08/07/database-overview-jstor
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/welcome/bibliographic-instruction
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2008/04/22/the-oxford-handbook-of-continental-philosophy
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2008/04/22/the-oxford-handbook-of-continental-philosophy
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2008/07/14/new-issues-of-inquiry-and-philosophy-and-phenomenological-research
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2008/07/14/new-issues-of-inquiry-and-philosophy-and-phenomenological-research
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2008/07/24/is-google-making-us-stupid
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2008/07/24/is-google-making-us-stupid
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2007/08/14/humor
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2008/04/14/reason-bran-part-of-a-nutritious-breakfast-of-philosophical-humor
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone/2008/04/14/reason-bran-part-of-a-nutritious-breakfast-of-philosophical-humor

‘ Evaluation

= Overall, a mixed success.

= Success
o Timely, more interactive outreach to
patrons
o Delivering bibliographic instruction
o Offering a variety of resources and media
o Improvement in writing
o Connections in and beyond Harvard

community

= Areas for Improvement
o Getting people to read/comment
o Increasing number of visits

o Learning more about blogging Metlin: The Electronic Wizard,

Parker Brothers, 1978
Photo © 20006, Keith Pomarkis
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Overall, this blog has met with mixed success.  It hasn’t quite met my hopes for what I wanted it to do, but it hasn’t been a complete failure.

In terms of success, I’ve found that the blog does deliver relevant library related information in a more timely, interactive, and interesting format to patrons.  It’s also a great vector for offering bibliographic instruction, to be able to outline the method of searching in a precise format, something that the philosophically-minded appreciate.  I’m also able to offer readers text, video, and other electronic media, which is helpful.  (For example – a recent post included a video of Steven Pinker on philosophy of language.)  In terms of my own writing, the challenge of writing a concise, clear daily post has improved my word-smithing skills immensely.  Finally, I have established more connections within the department, and even outside the department, to other parts of Harvard, and to the wider world, meeting, for example, the inventor of the electronic game, Merlin, Bob Doyle, this past summer. (Doyle also helped to create the first podcast in his lab, back in 2003.)

However, there is room for improvement. One thing I’ve had difficulty in doing is getting patrons to actually read the blog, and to comment even more so.  As the old cliché says, “You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink.”  And while I’ve noticed a marked uptick in hits and viewings over the last few months, it’s not entirely clear if this is the result of new viewers, or aggressive spambots.  Some of the faculty and students claim to not even know that I have a blog, despite some heavy marketing on my part. Finally – as a side note -- I really need to learn more about blogging than what I’ve picked up on my own – I’m definitely still a newbie when it comes to this blog thing!


®

Ongoing Challenges

Daily posting
Relevancy

Marketing

Being a “Public Face”
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Blogging is not without its challenges.

Daily posting is hard, especially when it has to be fit in with other job responsibilities.  And writing a good post, rather than a slapdash “let me post some bit of drivel because it’s better than nothing” post, takes time and effort.  I really need to schedule my time well if I want to write good posts, and to always be thinking ahead about what I might write about next.  And why daily posting?  I’ve read that it’s the best way to keep readers coming back.  Irregular posts, or posts that are only weekly, are less likely to draw readers back.  So, it’s a challenge to come up with posts every day.

Relevancy is also a big issue.  I have to make sure that the topics, philosophers, resources, bibliographic instruction, and such about which I write are relevant to my patrons’ needs and research interests.  Also, writing well – clearly and concisely, especially in a department full of logicians – with wit and style, to keep the readers interested, is a major part of keeping posts relevant.  Furthermore -- how to avoid being lost in the information overload that so prevalent these days.  I am one voice among many clamoring for patrons’ attention, and it’s important for me to remember this as I write my posts. 

Thirdly, marketing – yes, another hideous corporate term, but, I’ve found that, unless I do some shameless self-promotion, no one will read about or know about the blog.  So – a blast e-mail on the department e-mail list; links on the department Web site and my own Harvard site; a link in my e-mail signature; a link in a list of resources that I give to new students and faculty; occasional targeted e-mails indicating links to blog posts about items of potential interest to faculty and students; blog name-dropping at department events.  Whatever way to get the blog out in front of patrons, I will do it.

Finally, I have to always remember that I am a “public face” of the department, which means that my writing must be of high quality and relevance, and reflect well on the department.  It also means avoiding topics and views that have the potential for reflecting badly on the department, even inadvertently, which is why I keep away from hot-button political issues, expressing my own personal views on non-philosophical topics, and the like.  
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| essons Learned

Blogging is hard work!
But it is also a lot of fun.

Get Initial buy-in

Give yourself room to fail
Experiment

No Regrets

“Yee-hah!”
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I’ve learned quite a few things from my blogging experiences.

The first is obvious – blogging is hard work!  Don’t underestimate the time you’ll spend getting your blog up and running, and to keep it going.  Yet – while blogging is a lot of work, it’s also a lot of fun.  Make sure to keep that element of fun in place. 

The second is to get buy-in from your superior and patrons before you start blogging.  Make sure to lay out your case, to see if a blog is something that you think will be of benefit to them and to you.  It will also help you to do your own planning as you incorporate a blog into your daily routine.  And it will help you to be the “public face” of the department, as I mentioned in the previous slide.

The third is – give yourself room to fail.  Mistakes and failures can be good learning experiences, so don’t be afraid to commit them.  

The fourth is to experiment and tinker with the blog.  Always think of new ways to present content.  What sort of things might your readers be interested in?  Is there a new widget for your blog that may perk it up?  Is the format helpful, or distracting? Things like that.

Finally – no regrets. Build this in as part of making your case and getting buy-in.  I usually tell myself that I’m generally about a week away from blowing up my blog and walking away. It helps to keep a sense of perspective and a sense of humility. In the long run, if I can’t meet the challenges of maintaining a quality blog, and improve on what I’ve begun, then I will drop the bomb on the blog and end it, with no regrets.  

In short: I view blogging as an experiment, and if I can’t make it work, I will take what I can learn from it, and walk away.  I think this is a big takeaway for me, as a blogger – keep a certain sense of detachment from blogging.  Don’t get too wrapped up in it, lest it take over your life and drive you insane.


For more information:

= Jason Pannone

= Robbins Library, Department of Philosophy,
Emerson Hall 211

= pannone@fas.harvard.edu
= http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone
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I’d love to chat more with folks about my experiences as an academic library blogger.  Please feel free to drop me a line, and check out my blog.  I welcome any feedback that you might have to offer!  Thank you.

mailto:pannone@fas.harvard.edu?subject=blogging
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/pannone
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