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AALL President
Keith Ann Stiverson
talks communication,
connection, and
the importance of
taking risks.

“Be honest, even
if it hurts.”
KEITH ANN STIVERSON

Keith Ann Stiverson is passionate about her profession
and its growing importance
in a tech-heavy world:
“A professor of ours recently said to me, ‘I need
a librarian more than ever
because I just can’t possibly
get through it all. I don’t
know every database now.
I don’t know all these new
things that have sprung up.’
The metadata isn’t good
throughout the web, and
you need to have people
who are keeping up with all
of this. And I don’t think
we remind people of these
simple facts enough. Especially in a specialty like law,
it’s really important that we
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remind everybody of our
value because we’re essential
to their success.”

Following, Stiverson
discusses the profession, her
career, and the year ahead.

Stiverson, who began her
term as AALL president
this past July, is director of
the library and senior lecturer at IIT Chicago-Kent
College of Law. She’s been
an active member of AALL
since joining in 1988, when
she was working as special
assistant to the law librarian
at the Law Library of Congress. She served at various
institutions prior and since,
including Georgetown
University Law Center in
Washington, D.C.; Benjamin Cardozo School of Law
in New York; Peck, Shaffer
& Williams in Cincinnati;
and University of Texas
School of Law in Austin.

Now that you are in
office, what do you want
to accomplish first?

I will fall back on the statement that I made when I
started running for office,
and that is that AALL has
always been my professional
organization of choice, and
I want everyone to feel the
same way about it that I do.
It’s meant so much to me, so
I want to grow the membership and I want to increase
the number of members
who are really engaged in
the Association. I would like
to get more people involved
in what we’re doing.
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Do you have goals or special
initiatives that you plan to
pursue in the coming year as
AALL president?

We’ve been working on a rebranding
initiative that has been quite interesting for all of us. I think that a number
of initiatives will come out of that.
And we have things that we’re still
finishing up from this previous year,
so I would like to see us close things
off and then get going on the way in
which we deal with the results of the
rebranding initiative.
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The theme of the 2016 Annual
Meeting is “Make it New: Create
the Future.” What does this
theme mean to you?

In many ways it means that I think
we should start over and give up
the old ways of doing things, which
aren’t serving us very well. It used to
be that we concentrated on how big

our collection was, that sort of thing.
And now I think we have to think of
everything we do in a new way. Things
are changing so quickly—especially
with technology—and we have to
be ready for whatever happens.
Where lie the biggest challenges
in law librarianship?

I believe the biggest challenge we
have is seeing ourselves whole and
realizing all of the things we can do.
In some ways, our minds have been a
bit narrowed as to what we are able to
do, but the minute we free ourselves
from the old ideas that we have, the
minute everything opens up. At my
school, it’s amazing to me how many
fingers we can put in the dike with all
of the talents among the library staff.
So I think that the biggest challenge
we have is not dreading change but
embracing it and moving on because we have so much to offer.

What is your favorite thing
about your job?

I think all the changes in the job and
the fact that you work with new people
all the time because watching people
develop and helping them develop
great careers is what you do if you’re a
director. It’s not about you anymore; it’s
about them, and it’s about what they can
learn and how you can bring them along
so that they have a great career, just as
I’ve had.
How do you stay engaged and
passionate about your work?

You know, it changes all the time, which
keeps me engaged. We get new faculty much more often than we used to.
Faculty move around a lot more often,
and faculty now have J.D.s, Ph.D.s, so
it’s law and psychology, law and philosophy, law and this, law and that. And
their research interests are much more
varied. The kinds of collections we used
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to have are completely inadequate for
the faculty of today, so the fact that it
changes all the time and that we’re in a
library-rich city and I can depend on
all of the libraries around me to help
me meet our goals keeps me engaged.
It’s a great city with a lot of libraries at
your disposal.
What is your leadership style?

I’m very collaborative, and, as I said
before, it’s not about me, it’s about
them. So I might have a conversation with a librarian one day and say,
“What do you think of this idea? And
if you think it’s stupid, tell me you
think it’s stupid.” I expect people to
speak their mind and to learn to deal
with adversity and with questions like,
“What are we going to do now that we
only have $1,000 and there’s a $5,000
thing that somebody wants? What are
we going to do about that?” We figure
things out together, and we all talk

AALL’s a generous, caring, and
wonderful community. It’s a
network, and it’s also an
introduction. You can call people
you don’t know and say, “I’m
in AALL, and someone told me
that you might be able to help
me with this.”
about things. I don’t make decisions
on my own. I talk to five people before
I make a decision about anything,
and then it’s a better decision.
What is the best career advice that
you have been given?

I think about this a lot because I see
people who are limited by the fact that
they are insistent upon staying in one
place. The best advice I ever got was
actually from my mom. We moved
a lot when I was a kid, and she said,
“Never be afraid to move.” And she was
right. And also, take risks. Nobody’s
going to die. We’re not in an operating
room. And nearly always, you will
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learn from it or you will have success
doing something in a different way.
All you had to do was let yourself go a
little bit.
How would you describe the
value of AALL membership to a
non-member?

I know the world has changed and we
have a lot more technology that keeps
us informed, but I think the biggest
problem with all of our ways of communicating now is that we never really
communicate. We’re drowning in a sea
of information, and we aren’t making
the individual contacts that we used
to make. I think that as technology
has changed and we are less, let’s say,
dependent upon one another for a lot
of things, we’ve lost some of the community that was extremely important
to me in developing my career.
I remember calling AALL when I
was a government librarian and saying,
“We need support for the federal law
librarians in Washington. We need
support for our budgets or we need
support at the Library of Congress for
the appropriation of the law library,”
and I would get help. I would get all
sorts of help that, in a direct way, kept
me in my job, kept that library going,
and it’s happened time and again. I
got very involved in advocacy, and,
through the people I met at AALL, I
was able to go from one job to another
—because I had a community, and we
shared resources.
AALL’s a generous, caring, and
wonderful community. It’s a network,
and it’s also an introduction. You can
call people you don’t know and say, “I’m
in AALL, and someone told me that you
might be able to help me with this.”
You work with information for a
living. Do you ever completely
unplug?

I do, and I immediately regret it. I get
like 400 emails a day. I will admit that
I’m not very good with social media. If
my cousin sends me a string of photographs to look at, that’s one thing, but
I’m probably not going to have time
to look on Facebook and figure it out.
I don’t tweet about things. I don’t get

more involved in personal social media
the way other people do, and I know
I’m missing something, but I just can’t
keep up with all of it. It’s all I can do to
keep up with my emails. So I unplug,
and then I’m sorry.
What is a quote that you live by?

The one that sticks with me the most
is “Be honest even if it hurts.” Just
be honest. I find it hard to deal with
people who are always polite and politically correct, and you wonder what
they’re really thinking, you know? So
I think it’s just a better policy to say
here’s what I really think, and then
you learn from other people’s points
of view. You’re not disparaging anyone
else, but you’re being honest about
your real thinking because it’s so much
easier just to go through life when
you’re being honest.
And another quote to live by is what
I said before about taking risks. Constantly remind yourself—this is not
a big risk. It’s a small risk, and it may
really improve things or you will learn
something. There’s nothing wrong with
failing at times.
What are you currently reading?

When Terry Gross spoke to us at
the Annual Meeting, one of the first
things she said was a quote from John
Updike’s Self-Consciousness, one of his
nonfiction works about his own life.
It’s one of my favorite books. And so
it’s so strange … I was walking around
Philadelphia after the Annual Meeting,
and they have a little bookstore right
next to the library there. And outside
there was a big display of books for
sale, and right in the middle was a
hard copy of Self-Consciousness, so I
grabbed it and I’ve been reading it ever
since. I thought it was just so strange.
You know he was from a small town in
Pennsylvania, and it’s just a wonderful
book. And here was Terry Gross bringing it back to me … and that’s what
books do, you know? ¢

