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Organizational Tips
for Law Librarians
Guidance for maintaining an organized work space
By Kelly Lynn Anders

Tip 1
Tip 2

Tip 3

Tip 5

Tip 4

Tip 6

troll into any law library, and everything typically appears to be in
order. Books are catalogued and shelved, desks are clear, and aisles
are free of debris. However, looks can be deceiving. As a former law
librarian, I well know the myriad challenges the profession faces with the
management of information that comes in a variety of formats and only
promises to increase over time.
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Organizational Tips
The following tips can be used to
develop a comfortable and professional
office space.
• Determine which pieces of furniture
are the most useful. Do they serve as
functional pieces or merely as storage
for items you have not seen in months
or years?
• Consider a layout that enables you to
view the entry into your work space
while seated at your desk.
• Maximize storage options by using
furniture with open and closed
storage features, and consider
options for vertical storage, such
as bookshelves or an armoire.
• Spend at least one hour each week
weeding and sorting materials,
and spend five minutes each day
straightening your desk before you
leave. It may not seem like you are
accomplishing much at first, but you
will begin to see progress quickly if
you keep at it.
• Consult with decision-makers in your
library before making any drastic
changes.
• Locate images of office layouts
and furniture styles you like to guide
you as you make changes to tailor
your space to your needs and
organizational type. Remember,
it is possible to have a space that
has a style you like and also
effectively meshes with the way you
live and work among your things.
• Use color coding to facilitate the
management of projects for a variety
of people and subjects.
• Consider the possibility of archiving
materials in your office that you have
not touched for several years or that
have no immediate use or function.
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The legal profession can be busy
and demanding—especially for law
librarians. It can be very easy to become
overwhelmed with all of the competing
projects and responsibilities. In my
book, The Organized Lawyer, I provide
guidance and tips for attorneys who
aspire to develop more organized work
spaces in the office and at home. Many
of these concepts can also be applied to
the needs of law librarians.

More Work, Less Space
Working in the field of law requires the
management of an enormous amount
of information. We’re tuned in, online,
hooked up, and essentially accessible
24 hours a day—and challenges with
information overload only promise
to increase. However, unlike other
professions, we cannot simply choose
one method of communication or
information storage over all others
because the law is practiced in all forms
due to tradition and necessity. As a
result, records must be kept in print,
electronically, and in various forms
of the two.
During the past decade, the amount
of space we have to work with has
decreased. In many workplaces, offices
are smaller and cubicles are the norm,
and many law libraries are losing
precious square footage to accommodate
other projects. So not only is there more
information to manage, but there’s
less space in which to do it.
Regardless of these challenges, it is
possible to maintain an organized space
that successfully accommodates your
work, as well as projects you might be
managing for others. No one expects to
see a space that is entirely clutter-free,
but most people feel more comfortable
in an office that offers a clean chair, a
small space to set down personal items,
and surroundings that demonstrate
control over one’s workload.

Organizational Styles
I believe we all have a particular
organizational style that impacts how
we view our possessions, live with
them, and keep them organized—or
disorganized. What works for some does
not work for others. In The Organized
Lawyer, I classify the four primary
organizational types as stackers, spreaders,
packrats, and free spirits. An organizational
questionnaire can be found in Chapter 2,
which helps readers determine their type.
A brief summary of organizational types is
included there as well.
Stackers organize items by topic in
stacks. They are visual and tactile and
like to give the appearance of order.
The busier these people are, the more
stacks they have. Some stacks will be

haphazard, which adds to the stacker’s
stress. Like stackers, spreaders are visual,
but they must be able to see everything
they’re working on. Free spirits are
idea lovers who collect myriad books,
reports, periodicals, and other items of
intellectual appeal. Typically, they keep
very few personal belongings around
their work spaces. In contrast to free
spirits, packrats have emotional ties to
things. They like the feeling of fullness
around them, and many items they use
have a personal meaning.
There is no “wrong” type, and
many of us will have tendencies in more
than one type. Our primary type takes
precedence when we’re under the greatest
amount of stress.

In many workplaces, offices are
smaller and cubicles are the norm,
and many law libraries are losing
precious square footage to
accommodate other projects.

For example, stackers frequently
work best with open storage because they
tend to squirrel away items in closed
storage, while packrats benefit from
closed storage because it hides items that
others might view as unsightly. Some free
spirits should consider eliminating their
print subscriptions to periodicals because
they can quickly pile up, while others
can keep them maintained and under
control. For spreaders, problems often
arise when they must sift through layers
of “spread” to find papers that all look
the same.
These are just a few examples of
how our particular organizational styles
influence our surroundings and can be
used to our benefit in developing and
maintaining an organized work space.

Office Layouts and Obstacles
Much like the canvas of a painting, the
layout of your work space is the
foundation. It constitutes the size,
format, and boundaries within which
you must work to create a concept that
inspires your own personal comfort and
confidence. Furniture placement within
that layout can also impact your space.
Are there potential obstacles or rules
that may exist that could impact the
decisions you make to alter your space?
Is there any furniture affixed to the floor
that cannot be moved? Are there built-in
bookshelves or cabinets you must work
around? Where are the jacks for your
computer and telephone? If you’re
working in an office, does every wall
have a plug? If you’re working in a
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cubicle, can anything be moved? How
tall are the walls? Are you permitted
to hang anything on the walls in your
office or cubicle? What is the policy for

Most importantly, remember that
there will be times when you may
fall off of the organizational
wagon, but please keep at it.

bringing in items from home? What is
the general feel of the décor in common
areas, and how much can you realistically
stray from that without a few words of
opposition from the powers that be?

Organization is a Process
Like law, organization is a topic
with many layers and nuances, and
it impacts us all a little differently.
Organization has visual and conceptual
elements, and it is not enough to simply
know where everything is. There are
many people who use this notion as an
excuse for not developing a system that
looks as great as it supposedly works. It
is not enough to be organized; you must
also appear organized to receive the most
benefits from this process.
Most importantly, remember that
there will be times when you may fall off
of the organizational wagon, but please
keep at it. If you had the wherewithal to
get through library school (and/or law
school), then you have what it takes to

develop and maintain an organized work
space. ■
Kelly Lynn Anders (kellyanders
@creighton.edu) is director of
communications and diversity at Creighton
University School of Law in Omaha,
Nebraska, and a former reference librarian
at University of the Pacific, McGeorge
School of Law, in Sacramento, California.
She has authored The Organized Lawyer
(Carolina Academic Press, 2009) and
Advocacy to Zealousness: Learning
Lawyering Skills from Classic Films
(Carolina Academic Press, 2012).

announcements
Financial Assistance for Your Education
Apply for an AALL scholarship
Every year AALL awards thousands of
dollars in scholarships to law school
and library school students and AALL
members. The following scholarships
are awarded annually:

• Scholarships for Library School
Graduates Seeking a Non-Law Degree

• Library School Scholarships (for those
with and without JDs)

• LexisNexis John R. Johnson Memorial
Scholarship

• Law School Scholarships (for those
with MLS/MLIS and those seeking dual
JD/MLIS)

• AALL and Thomson Reuters George A.
Strait Minority Scholarship

• Scholarships for Continuing Education
Courses

• Marcia J. Koslov Scholarship

The application deadline is April 1.
Visit AALLNET for complete information,
instructions, and applications at
www.aallnet.org/main-menu/MemberResources/scholarships. Spread the
word to anyone who may be eligible.
For further information, contact
AALL Scholarships Committee Chair
Sarah K. Wiant at 540/458-8543 or
wiants@wlu.edu, or contact AALL
Headquarters at 312/205-8022 or
membership@aall.org.

washington brief continued from page 5
trainings are also a fun opportunity to
meet and mingle with new and familiar
colleagues who are interested in
improving access to government
information at the federal and state
levels. You’ll come away with new tools
and the confidence you need to

influence policymakers and make change
happen. To register, please email me at
efeltren@aall.org by June 15. I look
forward to seeing you there! ■
Emily Feltren, director, AALL
Government Relations Office,

25 Massachusetts Ave., N.W., Suite 500,
Washington, D.C. 20001 • 202/9424233 • fax: 202/737-0480 • email:
efeltren@aall.org • www.aallnet.org/
main-menu/Advocacy/aallwash.

memorials
AALL Spectrum has been advised of the death of Frank Bae.
Mr. Bae served as director of The Law Library at New England Law Boston for 36 years. Earlier in his career at New England Law, he served
as a professor of law, teaching legal research and writing. He passed away January 24 at the age of 70.
AALL Spectrum carries brief announcements of members’ deaths in the “Memorials” column. Traditional memorials should be submitted
to Janet Sinder, Law Library Journal, University of Maryland at Baltimore, Thurgood Marshall Law Library, 501 W. Fayette Street, Baltimore,
MD 21201-1768 or emailed to jsinder@law.umaryland.edu.
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