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If you’ve had her for a class, you know of Toni Carbo’s policy to read and comment on every paper she receives.  This commitment to her students has made Toni Carbo a LIS favorite among the students.  Dr. Carbo sat down with SCALA for the following interview.  

CB:  Professor thank you for sitting down with me.  Before we begin, I need to ask you:  have you ever read the Harry Potter series?

TC:  I’ve read part of the first book.  I like Harry Potter but I just haven’t the time to read it.  

CB:  Oh good, I hope you’ll understand my analogy:  I had you for LIS 2000 during my first semester here, and you were my “Professor McGonagall.”  I was not terrified of you, per say…

TC:  [Laughs]

CB:  But you made me nervous because you were so devoted to reading everything submitted to you for every student.  You never passed assignments on to your G.S.A.; instead you read and commented on everything.  For the size of the class you had, that unfortunately seems very atypical to me.  Is this a personal policy you’ve developed over your years in academia?

TC:  Well, I’m sorry that I intimidated you!  I didn’t mean to, I feel that as professors, [reading assignments] is what we should be doing.  We need to do everything to make sure that you receive the best education possible.  Secondly, we owe it to you the students to give comments and feedback and guidance. I write a lot of questions to get the students thinking about what they’ve read.  I had 43 students in LIS 2000 spring semester, I tried to make it more like a seminar, to get people thinking about the readings, to analyze, to question what the authors were saying, to look a the qualifications of the authors, the type of journals, basically to get you all thinking.  

CB:  Have things changed since you’ve begun co-teaching?  You don’t have as much contact with the students—What changes do you make so you still can have some level of interaction ?

TC:  The new format we’re trying out for Fall [LIS] 2000 is hard for me because we three faculty members who are conducting the class are lecturing, selecting the readings, brining in outside speakers, etc., while the Break-out discussion leaders are the ones who are talking with the students.  I’ve had to resign myself to the fact that I won’t be able to know the students as well.  However, I have asked to review the first assignment after the discussion leaders have commented and graded them, , so I have an idea of what the students are doing.  At the same time I can give some guidance to the two doctoral student I’m working with.  

CB:  So far, which method do you enjoy more?  Team-teaching or one teacher to a class?

TC:  There are pros and cons to both when you think about it.  This semester you have three senior faculty members with very diverse backgrounds and different experiences in one class.  The students get to learn from the three of us, and the students can also see when we disagree on various points and can learn from that disagreement. 

CB:  What made you decide to go into this field?

TC:  When I was a kid, I used to go to our local library, so certainly I had a love of libraries early on, but I did not think I was going to into the library field.  I actually went to Brown to get a Ph.D. of Mathematics because I wanted to be an astronaut.  I thought by working to get a Ph. D. in math, it would create an opportunity.  However, in my sophomore year I found out that I couldn’t be an astronaut because in the dark ages of 1962, one had to be a military pilot and only men were military pilots.  I was really very sad about that—it was the first time I learned there was a barrier that I couldn’t overcome, no matter how hard I worked.  So I took some time off-- as a scholarship student with a loan and two jobs, I needed to get a job and I went to work at a place called Mathematical Reviews in their library.  I became very interested in how one determines what literature of a discipline is:  How do you organize it?  How do you index it?  How do you decide what’s not mathematics?  That got me interested in wondering how you go from a question in somebody’s head to a collection, no matter whether it’s a huge library like the Brown University Physical Sciences Library or a book.  I was then asked to work at the Brown Science’s Library and later at the University of Washington’s Engineering Library.  During that time we were working with the Engineering department to develop profiles and run them against NASA databases for technical reports.  Then I became interested in profile-development and information retrieval; I took programming classes and a couple of other classes—remember, I still didn’t have an undergraduate degree!  Two of my professors said, “go back and finish your degree.”  I went back to Providence, reentered Brown, working in the serials department at the main library and the biological science’s library and I ended up back at the physical sciences.  So I had 9 years of experience in libraries before I got my undergraduate and then masters degree.  Later I went from Brown to Drexel to get my master’s degree.  I chose Drexel because of its strong technology focus.  By then I knew I was interested in libraries and the application of computers.  Drexel asked me to be their “guinea pig” doctoral student, which I did.  (I was the first one.)  I was very lucky to be in the right place at the right time.  So it’s rather a meandering path that got me into this.  I never said I want to be a librarian when I grow up; I just came into the field.  

CB:  You mentioned before that you worked for 9 years at various libraries.  I’ve come to learn that every librarian has a horror story of the impatient patron, or power-loss during data entry; do you have one?

TC:  There really wasn’t a worst moment…there were some interesting times. When I worked at the Mathematical Reviews, the head of the library suddenly had to be home on medical leave, so for a while I had to take over her responsibilities.  When I was at the University of Washington, I got to do a lot more than I would have been expected to do—I was supervising people with Degrees.  There were times when I thought, “Oh my god, I’m not really prepared to do this,” but I tried to do my best.  What I tell students always is, “don’t apply for a job you’re fully qualified for; that’s the job you should have had five years ago.  Of course you want to be qualified and not go in over your head, but always go for a job where you’re continuing to learn and grow.  

There were a couple of funny incidents at the Brown Library.  We had a lovely building with one of these big high circulation desks, and I remember one man coming in who was very upset because we had a periodical chart of the elements on the wall.  He told me I should know there are only four elements: fire, earth water, and air.  Then there was another time when a young hand came up on the desk and plopped down a snake.  Then a head peaked up and said, “Lady, what kind of snake is this?”  Of course we were physical sciences, not biological sciences…but there wasn’t really any hard challenges.  

CB:  What eventually brought you to Pittsburgh?

TC:  A lot of things:  the school itself, the opportunity to be dean… I heard about the job, but initially I had decided I was not interested in it.  I felt it was very similar to what I was doing in Washington: dealing with political issues; raising funds; etc.  Then my friend, Lou Vigianos (former Associate Director of the Brown library) came to visit, and he said I had to apply for the job.  I asked him, why I would want to do this, and he told me think of it:  I’d have the opportunity to build the telecommunications  program to bring together the Departments of Information Science with the Department of Library Science.  He knew how to get my attention—I like to build things, I like to help people decide where they want to go, and bring them together and try to get the resources to help move them in that direction.  So I applied and I was very fortunate to be selected.

CB:  You mentioned working to bring the departments together, and as a professor you really are the textbook example of just that.  I mean you do teach in what, 87 different colleges on Pitt’s campus?

TC:  [laughs] Not 87, no.  I have appointments in both LIS and IST and I have a dual appointment with the Graduate School of Public and International Affairs.  My primary appointment is actually IST, but because there wasn’t space on [floor number] 7, LIS graciously gave me space on 6.  I go to both department’s faculty meetings, and school wide events.  

CB:  What’s a normal day like for you?

TC:  It varies tremendously.  But today, there are two major things I’m working on:  to finalize my syllabus for the policy class and to finish a paper I am writing on Information Ethics for a conference in German.  But that of course didn’t happen.  By noon I came in and I checked my email, had a faculty member come to visit, answered questions for a student on an assignment for Thursday, had a person who is a special librarian come in to see if I would speak at the SLA chapter, had Professor Debons come in to check a comment I made at a meeting yesterday…That’s my morning so far.  I also have been looking for a particular document that I want to add to my policy readings…. A typical day is a long day.  I tend to come in later in the morning, but work later in the evening.  The work is not a 9-5 kind of job. I teach Monday and Thursday Night.  Last weekend I was in Washington for a board meeting for the Center of Democracy and Technology, which meant leaving my house before 5:00 in the morning and getting home at 9:30 at night.  Sunday I had a University related event.  Almost every weekend there is something that is school-related.  So a typical day is never typical.  But there is always some time devoted for checking my email and keeping regular communication with students.  Sometimes I spent time on writing, but I usually have to do that evenings and weekends—It has to be uninterrupted time.  Other time is spend with colleagues and talking to students, which I really enjoy.  I kept track last term of how much time I spend a week on each class and it’s usually 15-20 hours a week beyond the classroom time.  If it’s the first time I’ve taught the class its closer to 25 hours because I do all of my own grading. (And as you know I do comment!)

CB:  What is one piece of advice you would love to give to every student.

TC:  Get involved.  Which means more than just going to classes; get involved in your classes.  Get involved in a student organization [Editor’s note:  Like SCALA!].  It is such a bargain to join one of the professional organizations as a student member and become involved by serving on the committee for the school:  Edit the newsletter [Editor’s note:  position filled—but you can write an article!  Email Me.], or do interviews.  There are so many speakers who come here—not just here at the school, but in the community.  I look at what’s going on culturally with Pitt Arts, the many different events, the Speaker Series coming in; there are three or four different series, some just right down at the Carnegie.  When you think of what your tuition can buy beyond the classes, it’s really that involvement that makes a difference.  When I was a student at Drexel I chaired the ASIA student Chapter, and I got to know all kinds of people and it was really helpful at building up a network.  But also when I go to a meeting, I know someone there; I think it really helped in my career because those are people who could later recommend me for jobs.  
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