
	     	 	 	

     
      

     
     

   

    

 

 

       
        

         
      
      

        

         

UMW LIBRARY: 

THE 
ENGINE 
THAT 
COULD 
New librarian thinks it can hold 
its own in face of powerful, 
pervasive Web search engines 

| By Jack Bales 

Rosemary Arneson wasted no time making 
her presence known at Mary Washington. 
Soon after her arrival on campus in January, the University 
librarian – successor to Roy Strohl, who retired last 
year – had established a Libraries Management Council 
involving staff members on both the Fredericksburg 
and Stafford campuses; started blogging about libraries, 
technology, books, and self-discovery, among other 
things; begun talking about a coffee shop and other 
possible changes in Simpson Library to make it even more 
attractive to students; and set lots of priorities concerning 
what she wanted to accomplish. 

And that was just the frst month. 

Since those frst few weeks, Arneson has pondered 
even more projects and changes. As she walks around 
Simpson, she is pleased to talk about them – or any of her 
numerous interests, many of which she discusses on her blog, 
Conversations About the Future, online at umwlibraries. 
umwblogs.org. Displaying her lively personality and engaging 
sense of humor as she roams, Arneson readily puts people 
at ease. Contrary to images of old-fashioned librarians, she 
does not engage in “shushing,” for she is as quick to ask 
for others’ opinions as she is to offer her own suggestions. 
Visitors to her offce on Simpson’s second foor should leave 
librarian stereotypes at the door. 

With Arneson, they just don’t stack up. Yes, books and 
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 “The students appreciate this library, and they come here,” Arneson said of scholars such as this young 
man in the treehouse, a popular double-decker study carrel on the third foor of Simpson Library. 

with photographs, prints, broadsides – anything that was 
about Virginia or Virginia history, but not in a traditional 
archival format. These were unique collections. For example,  
I got to catalog a collection of currency, which was a lot of 
fun. I got to adapt the rules to all these strange formats.” 

Arneson learned early on that adapting is an integral 
part of library work, particularly with technology changing  
the rules almost daily. She started working with technology  
in earnest when she moved to Harrisonburg in 1984 to  
become James Madison University’s loan services librarian  
and coordinator of library automation. That was a critical 
juncture for libraries. At JMU, she was responsible for  
phasing out the physical card catalog and changing to an 
online system. Such automation was brand new at that  
time, and she felt that “we were out on the leading edge 
of technology.” 

Arneson carried her fascination with all things  
technological to Fairfeld University in Connecticut, where  
she accepted a position that also gave her valuable experience  
with other aspects of library work. She had realized fairly 
early in her career that she enjoyed administration, and 

this was a chance to move to a higher administrative level,  
with more supervisory and budget authority. After three 
years, however, she started getting homesick for her native 
South. In addition, her mother’s health was suffering, so she  
moved closer to home, frst to Queens College in Charlotte,  
N.C., and then to the University of Montevallo, which is 
the public liberal arts university for Alabama. 

It was at Montevallo that she grew to appreciate the 
ways a public liberal arts university can provide a high-
caliber education at less-than-private-school prices. Though  
Arneson enjoyed her 11 years at Montevallo, her thoughts  
occasionally returned to Virginia. 

“Of course I had known about Mary Washington and 
some of the people in its library from my JMU days,” she 
said, adding that she thought Fredericksburg would be a good  
place to live. “Last spring, when I heard that the job was 
going to be open, I thought long and hard about applying, 
as I was very happy at Montevallo. I enjoyed my colleagues  
there and had a great community of friends in the area.” 

Included among this community were members of the 
professional organizations in which Arneson has been active  
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throughout her library career. One of those colleagues 
recently remarked that Arneson “does not try to be in the 
limelight, but she makes the whole organization sparkle.” 

Even with such friendship and respect, Arneson’s 
memories of an earlier visit to Fredericksburg loomed 
large. “I thought Mary Washington was a comfortable 
place I would like to be. It had a lot of things that I liked 
about Montevallo, including a small campus and attractive 
buildings.” 

Arneson barely had her bags unpacked and Coco and 
Pookie settled in Fredericksburg before she set to work. 
She was immediately and pleasantly surprised by “the way 
all the library staff members work together, as well as the 
level of support that the libraries have at the University.” 

In their ongoing process of soul-searching and examining 
library services, staff members have asked students what 
they like about the libraries and what they would like to 
see changed. Staff members are also investigating how 
they might make interior spaces more inviting to students. 

One innovative idea that has percolated for some time 
among both students and staff is a coffee bar on Simpson’s 
frst foor. Arneson found UMW Dining Services to be 
excited about the idea, common on many campuses, and 
plans were soon drawn up. Doug Searcy, vice president 
for student affairs, is also an enthusiastic advocate. “The 
library is the heart of our campus,” he said. “It seems like 
such a natural environment for intellectual exchange in a 
comfortable setting. I can see faculty and students meeting 
in the library for coffee, to talk about projects or class topics.” 

With UMW’s emphasis on collaborative learning, it 
is not surprising that students have asked if Simpson can 
provide more group study areas. “They need areas where 
they can work on joint assignments, and we need to provide 
them,” Arneson said. “They also need places where they can 
just get together and talk without disturbing people who 
are here for the quiet. They appreciate the quiet, studious 
environment that the library provides.” 

Arneson and her staff are now looking to see how 
space can be reallocated to come up with more study and 
collaboration areas. 

Arneson’s ideas do not stop at Simpson. She also is 
exploring opportunities with the library personnel on 
UMW’s Stafford campus. Although Stafford is a separate 

HOW UMW 
LIBRARIES 
STACK UP: 

R The libraries’ collections include 
390,000 print and multimedia items, 80,000 
electronic books, 63,000 print and online 
journals, and more than 100,000 federal 
and state government documents. 

R The libraries subscribe to 180 
databases, providing: 

Access to full-text articles in 
thousands of periodicals. 
Millions of links for research. 

R An average of more than 4,000 people 
each week entered Simpson Library during 
2010-2011 (up nearly 14 percent from 2009-
2010, which in turn was an increase of more 
than 10 percent from 2008-2009). 

R During 2010-2011, librarians on the 
UMW Fredericksburg and Staford campuses 
taught 184 classes on the use of library 
resources, almost twice the national average. 
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library, she believes the two should be more connected 
and has already initiated cross-training between the staffs. 

Arneson believes that technology offers numerous 
intriguing possibilities for libraries. In preparation for the 
University’s Centennial celebration in 2008, for example, the 
libraries’ Archives and Special Collections collaborated with 
UMW faculty, staff, and students to scan hundreds of 
historic photographs, not only making them available 
online for everyone to enjoy but preserving them 
for generations to come (see archive.umw.edu). Last 
year, the Mary Washington yearbook, The Battlefeld, 
was digitized; earlier this year, the campus literature 
and arts magazine, Aubade, was launched in digital 
format. These digitized publications will soon be 
joined by the alumni magazine and The Bullet. 

“Imagine you’re an alum of Mary Washington 
living in California,” Arneson excitedly said to a 
visitor. “You can now fip through your yearbook 
online. And I think that’s just great. Mary 
Washington has a wonderful, wonderful history, 
so the more of that we can get online the more it 
helps people outside this community know what 
this University has been.” 

A substantial part of UMW is, of course, the faculty, 
and Arneson is quick to emphasize that “they are going to 
be a very important part of moving the libraries forward.” 
She has enjoyed interacting with professors through some 

of the campus committees that she’s on and through eating 
lunch with them informally in Seacobeck. “Faculty know 
what they want their students to be doing,” she said. “We’re 
here to enhance the students’ experience, so I really think 
it’s a partnership with the faculty.” 

As Arneson collaborates with faculty, the libraries staff, 

and students, she remembers the statement she made during 
her interview at UMW in the summer of 2010. A library, 
she said, “serves as a convener to bring constituents to the 
table.” These constituents can be students, faculty, staff, 

or even townspeople, and the role of the library is to 
assist them in fnding the resources they need. And 
unlike the ubiquitous search engine highlighted in 
the Chronicle of Higher Education article, librarians 
can, for instance, help the bewildered student in the 
frst-year seminar class understand the differences 
between an essay on a personal website and an online 
article in a peer-reviewed journal. 

As Arneson would agree, that’s certainly one step 
toward making the whole organization sparkle. d 

Jack Bales, author of numerous books and articles, is 
UMW’s longtime reference and humanities librarian. He 
has recently written two articles on the Chicago Cubs 
for Nine: A Journal of Baseball History and Culture. 

Arneson moves easily in the virtual world and gets excited about how it 
can serve the University. “Imagine you’re an alum of Mary Washington 
living in California. You can now fip through your yearbook online.” 

Eric Gable, professor of sociology and anthropology, is among the 
faculty who use Simpson Library. 
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