


the tasks, but they could obviously be
conducted in any willing library. 

Again, the key to these pracademic
exercises is to conduct them during the
normal class time so as to not inconvenience
anyone whose schedule would not otherwise
allow for such activities. This can create
limitations based on the dynamics of the
course, such as when the class meets and
when the site library is open. However,
when the prospect of eager, free laborers 
is presented to any library manager, few 
are inclined to turn down this win-win
situation, and mutually beneficial
arrangements can generally be made.

Benefits of Pracademics
While it is probably obvious by now that
the benefits of these pracademic projects are
many (after all, I wouldn’t be writing this
article if I wasn’t completely enamored with
our project), there are a number of long-
lasting effects that this project has had on 
all parties. Shaffer sums up her reasons 
for using the pracademic curriculum by
pointing out that, “in addition to the
learning and resume benefits, students get 
to interact with practitioners and network.”
The students have a sense of being a
“colleague,” which inspires a greater sense of
responsibility and commitment and hence,

Shaffer believes, a much finer final product.
That sentiment is echoed by the

students in Shaffer’s class as well. “It really
helped us move out of the realm of
idealism,” says Pam Lipscomb, reader
services librarian at Arent Fox PLLC, “and 
it really showed us how we can use the
knowledge we’ve gained when faced with
the constraints of budget, staffing, and
technology that most libraries face.”  

Cameron Gowen, library manager at
Groom Law Group, agrees. “Not only 
did this project allow us to connect to the
theory that we learn in the classroom, 
but the opportunity to meet with and
present our findings to an elite group of
governmental employees was an amazing
way to gain experience in public speaking
and networking,” she says.

Shaffer notes that in her 22 years of
teaching the pracademic curriculum, students
from her early classes still talk about their
projects and often describe the experience 
as the “highlight” of their graduate studies.
Most importantly, she notes, a few even
landed their first jobs simply because of their
pracademic experience—what more could 
a graduating library student ask for?

Lest it be thought that the students 
gain all the benefits from these pracademic
projects, it must be said that the host

institution also gains a great deal of benefits
from hosting such programs. Shaffer plugs
her programs to potential host sites by
styling the students as “junior” consultants
with faculty expertise behind them,
approaching the situation with cutting-edge
knowledge on the topic of the project. 
And what library could pass up top-level
temporary employees with lots of energy
and very little cynicism?

Dessy echoes Shaffer’s sentiments 
about the pracademic curriculum in his 
own view on how these projects affect his
organization. “We, as DOJ staff members,
are exposed to new concepts and fresh
minds, while we can offer real world
situations to students,” he says. “The only
way for us as an organization to stay viable
is to harvest as many viewpoints and ideas
as possible and then use them to shape our
own thinking about the future. That’s why
[this pracademic experience] was so good;
we got to see our own library through your
eyes and with your ideas.”  ■

Alison A. Shea (aashea@law.fordham.
edu) is a reference librarian at Fordham
University Law Library Leo T. Kissam
Memorial Library in New York.
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