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No Holds
How the MSU Libraries Website Team Made Telework Work

Julie D. Shedd, Coordinator of Digital Initiatives and Web Services
Troy DeRego, User Experience Specialist
Brock Balducci, Web Developer
Josh Tucker, Web Developer



In this presentation…
• How we transitioned to remote work
• What we were able to accomplish working remotely
• Why we were able to accomplish it
• The differences we noticed from on-premise work
• Recommendations 



This is not…

• A rehash of what you already 
know about remote work

• Advocacy for remote work for 
everyone 

• A political screed 

• Necessarily tied to COVID-19

• An overview of our own 
experiences

• A discussion of our processes 
and outcomes

• Recommendations based on 
the above

It’s intended to be…



Transitioning to remote work



How it happened
• We finished work one Friday in March 2020…

• Went home…

• The library closed…

• The next Monday, we turned on computers at home and got back to work.

That’s basically it.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here’s how our team’s transition to remote work went. One Friday in March of 2020, we finished work and went home for the weekend. The following Monday, we all turned on our computers at home and picked up where we left off. A little bit odd-feeling, but pretty seamless! Most employees were considered to be on leave for the first few weeks. Of course, there was so much to do between posting notices on the website, editing those notices as the situation evolved, and planning for the immediate future, that our team really never went on leave. We resumed working immediately, and proceeded to have an immensely productive, if anxious, year.



Transitioning back to the office



How it happened
• MSU terminated all COVID-related telework 

agreements effective May 17.

• We came back to work on May 17, turned on our 
work computers, and got back to work.

That’s basically it.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the spring of 2021, we all received emails notifying us that our telework agreements were unilaterally terminated, effective May 17. We’d managed to stay remote as others were transitioning back into the office, but as no exceptions were made unless you were physically unable to work on-site, we all returned to the office on that date. That transition was, as far as work went, as seamless as the transition to remote work. But it did feel a bit like we were being put in detention.



Accomplishments



Launch of MSU Libraries website
• Completed user research virtually

• Communicated with each department to make sure their 
needs were met

• Launch the new site!

• Monitor the usage and quickly address issues

Presenter
Presentation Notes
TROYThe timeline on this project was driven by two major factors:The ticking clock of old server hardware reaching its end-of-life.The short break between Summer and Fall semesters when our change would cause the least disruption.That Spring we were still in the planning phase. We hosted discussions with each library department. These were large groups around a table. Some required constant encouragement to speak up, others needed a traffic cop to stop everyone from speaking at once. The meetings were very productive and exhausting, and it was not at all clear how we could transition the remaining meetings online when the lockdown order came.Surprisingly, video meetings were the perfect venue for this work. Everyone's attention was focused (I know this is not always the case for video meetings, but it was here.)Recording was simple. Allowed us to easily write up transcriptions later.Participants could use the chat instead of talking over each other. This was part of the recording and easily added to the transcripts.Later that Summer, when we had our first prototype to review, the process worked just as well. We let everyone know that they had been heard, and explained how their comments and suggestions had been turned into functional designs. After that round of feedback we were ready to make the big push to hit our launch target.At this time of great uncertainty, having no idea what the upcoming semester would be like, we flipped the switch and the new site went "live".Of course some issues came up. It would be weird if they didn't. Fortunately, the methods of communication developed earlier in the process, along with other online tools that we will discuss later, helped us address these quickly.



Launch of Ulysses S. Grant 
Presidential Library website

• Migrated website from WordPress to Drupal 

• Learned lessons about working with others remotely

Presenter
Presentation Notes
TROYThe next project was similar, a redesign and a move to a new webserver. The approach was different, though, based on the make up of the team we were working with.In some situations, virtual meetings can create a barrier. I have learned that if I have a specific question for this team, I can get an immediate answer my dropping by the office upstairs. If I send a message or email, it will... take longer.Even once we were back in the office, popping into someone else's office unexpected was not appropriate behavior, so we moved forward cautiously. The work got done, but it was harder than it needed to be.



Migration to new IR platform
• In Fall 2020, we acquired Digital Commons to 

replace our DSpace instance

• Created a migration plan and began migrating 
content

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We’d been struggling with our DSpace-based institutional repository from the beginning of that project. In fall of 2020 we finalized a deal with Digital Commons. We created a migration plan that included not only all our IR content and the open access journals we host with Open Journal Systems, but (in collaboration with our Digital Collections and Special Collections groups) our digital collections materials as well. We began migrating content in early Spring 2021. 



Migration to LibAnswers for helpdesks
• Moved from mixture of Jira Service Desk and an old 

homegrown helpdesk

• Migrated ourselves first, then 8 other 
departments/working groups

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Pre-pandemic we had been using an old homegrown helpdesk app, but had begun moving away from it. Most departments who needed a helpdesk to interact with patrons or colleagues were using Jira Service Desk (with limited functionality because it is so expensive and priced by user tier). Springshare began adding more helpdesk-like functionality to LibAnswers, so we moved all of our departments to it and even did training via video call. This involved 8 departments, committees, and working groups of various sizes and technical proficiency, and took several months to complete. 



Migration of ArchivesSpace to hosted
• Moved from self-hosted ArchivesSpace to version 

hosted by LibraryHost

• Worked with Special Collections departments to
migrate over 60,000 records



Hire of new Web Developer
• We had had an open position for a while pre-COVID

• Hired student assistant Josh Tucker in December 
2020

Presenter
Presentation Notes
For quite a while pre-COVID we had an open Web Developer position. At the time we had 2 student assistants, one of whom was slated to graduate in December 2020. We hired Josh immediately upon his graduation. Considering how much trouble we often have filling our developer positions, we felt that having a great candidate who was already working with us and could hit the ground running was a major accomplishment!



Other accomplishments
• Gained a lot of perspective on accessibility, technology, and work 

• Time to not just work, but plan
• Became more proactive (as opposed to reactive) 

• Implemented documentation standards (Vue.js)

• Began work on web content standards for creators 

• Developed “standard” technology stack for new projects 

• Compiled list/schedule of regularly recurring tasks 

• Began research and work on component/pattern library

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In between all these accomplishments, with reduced demand from outside the team, we had a lot of much-needed time to think and plan and gain perspective that we’d been missing. With the extra time and bandwidth, we were better able to not only do our work, but also think about how we worked, plan future projects, and so on.  For years, our team has been trying to get our project and our process under control so that we could stop only responding to the latest crisis and be able to think and plan cool things. While the move to remote work was of course a reaction to COVID, it gave us the mental pause and reset we needed to actually do that necessary planning and thinking. For example, we were able to make strides toward several long-hoped-for improvements.Seeking to improve the quality of our documentation, we investigated existing systems and settled on Vue.js’s writing guide. These guidelines will help us help future developers get up to speed on our work (and help remind us where we left off when we have to switch gears). Our librarians want the ability to write and publish their own content, and we want that too, but technical limitations and a general lack of knowledge of writing for web and accessibility standards kept us from exploring it. During our time at home, we were able to begin work on a set of web content standards that we hope to hand out to each potential content creator in the library. We developed a standard tech stack for new projects, so that we can decrease the requirements we have for future developers and allow them to become really well-versed in one set of technologies, hopefully increasing the quality of our work. We compiled a list of tasks we have to do monthly, or yearly, or each semester. Before, these had a tendency to “sneak up” on us. For our main website, we began creating a component library – a system of pre-defined and/or pre-built web components – so that creating a new website for a new event or service is as easy as stacking blocks. 

https://v3.vuejs.org/guide/contributing/writing-guide.html


How we did it



Infrastructure
• Mix of hardware

• Ability to remotely access work computers

• Mix of Internet connectivity 

• Virtual private network

• Personnel on-site

Presenter
Presentation Notes
TROYOf course, the transition to remote work was so abrupt and unexpected that there could be no planning or budget for telework hardware. Most of us already had good computers at home, and just used those. Eventually we got donations of laptops and monitors, and Julie did take advantage of those. We also depended on our own home Internet. For Julie, who lives in a more rural area, this meant upgrading her cellphone data plan to the maximum and investing in a new hotspot. (It also meant a certain amount of instability for everyone, and there were days where not much could get done or video meetings were impossible.) For the times when we absolutely had to access our office network, MSU does provide a VPN. Some website testing servers are IP-restricted so they don’t get discovered in Google searches, some important documents have to be stored in shared drives for colleagues, and so it was helpful to be able to connect remotely. In the office, we share space with the Systems department, which handles the libraries’ hardware and networks. Of course, they were all sent home originally, but as we started getting laptops and hotspots for students and faculty to check out, they began working on-site. Their presence made it much easier for us to stay away. For instance, they could restart a stubborn machine, or turn on a computer after an outage.



Infrastructure
• Atlassian suite (Jira, Bitbucket, Confluence)

• LibAnswers & LibGuides

• Microsoft Office 365 (Outlook, Teams, OneDrive)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BROCKWe had already started using a suite of code and project management software from Atlassian to manage our projects, store documentation, and collect problem reports. Although we have a locally hosted instance, these are web-based tools which we could easily access from home. (i.e. JetBrains has a competing suite of software with free plans for small teams and affordable pricing for larger teams. Trello is a great project management tool for teams of all sizes if you are looking for something simple.)Later on we transitioned to using LibAnswers as our public-facing helpdesk, not only for us but the whole library, and LibGuides as the repository for any documentation or training resources that librarians needed to see. Those of course are web-based as well. Finally, the University had already moved to Office 365, which gave us access to a fairly integrated way to communicate and share documents. For example, we were already using OneDrive instead of shared network drives. Outlook let us email and schedule meetings (and our own personal work time), and Teams let us have text, audio, and video meetings, share files, and collaborate with other library departments. 



Physical space
• Each customized their space as they were able

• First order of business: Better chairs!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Several of us had private or semi-private dedicated workspaces. For example, Troy had a spare bedroom, and Julie had a study. Others had desks in kitchens or bedrooms, and just used Teams to blur or replace their backgrounds. It quickly became obvious that for those of us who didn’t often sit at a computer at home, better chairs were vital. So there was some investment there.Troy missed his standing desk at work so he used some two-by-fours to raise his home desk up, and then ordered a tall work stool because he needed to sit down after all that building.



Communication and reporting
• We already documented our work – we just intensified 

and clarified this documentation into a weekly log 

• Changed and documented how we evaluated student 
assistants

• Frequent text chats, Monday/Friday video/audio 
meetings 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Before COVID we’d already been on a quest to increase and improve our documentation of projects and processes. Now we needed to clearly explain to our admins what we were doing all day when they couldn’t see us. So we created a new weekly log which we turned in to our Associate Dean each Friday. This included a rough description of the progress we’d made that week, what roadblocks we’d encountered, and what we needed from him. It was not an hour-by-hour, time-tracked list. Of course, our student assistants were also undergoing a massive change in routine and being thrown into remote work before they even officially entered the workforce. So we rethought our expectations for them. In the office, we focused on the number of hours they worked. Remote, we couldn’t really check that and it was not very relevant anyway. We created a document laying out new expectations: we measured their performance based on how many Git commits they made and how many assigned tickets they completed. This worked beautifully, and our students got far more experience that would help them more as they embarked on their careers. We had team meetings on Mondays and Fridays. Student assistants joined us as well. Whenever possible we did this via Teams video, although connectivity issues sometimes required audio- or text-only. Also, we used Teams to text each other any time we had questions or problems or just wanted to chat. 



Other factors
• Who we are as people 

• (it’s not for everyone)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Apart from those factors, who we are as people was as much responsible for our success as anything else. Even for positions that can be done at home, even for people who want to work from home, it definitely isn’t for everyone.



Who we are
Julie:

• Almost 15 years at MSU Libraries
• Married to a colleague
• 2 kids (9 and 3 at the time)
• Former (terrible) freelancer
• Extreme introvert

https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/going-out-gurus/post/why-does-the-hobbit-look-so-
weird/2012/12/13/bd7c26e8-453d-11e2-8e70-e1993528222d_blog.html



Who we are
Troy:

• New Hampshire transplant
• Married to an English professor
• Musician who has a hard time sitting in a 

room with instruments and not playing!



Who we are
Brock:

• 3 years at MSU Libraries
• 2 Dogs (Meeko – left, Jetta – right)
• Previous experience with remote dev 

work

Brock Balducci via Facebook

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BROCKI had already been working at MSU Libraries for over a year when we transitioned to remote work, so I was already fairly comfortable with all of the systems we had in place and the expectations of the team.Working from home was made even more comfortable by the company of my two dogs who always listened to my complaints and provided a nice reminder to go outside and get some fresh air.I had also previously worked remotely during my time as a student, working for an apparel company based out of Illinois. So I was no stranger to remote work and how to handle some of the asynchronous communication and task management that comes with that environment.



Who we are
Josh:

• Student worker to Developer
• Easily Distracted
• Introvert

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As we mentioned, we hired Josh as a student assistant prior to our transition to remote work and then we hired him on as a full time staff member during that time period.Josh was extremely efficient in the remote environment because he is easily distracted by the conversations in our open air office and the constant movement of people in and out of the area. So at home he was able to comfortably work distraction free all day long.Josh is also a fairly introverted person so he is always more comfortable in isolated environments.



Consequences



Communication
• Limited frequency and type…but more meaningful

• “Water cooler conversations” and collaboration still 
happened (via Teams)

• Scheduled, structured time to receive feedback and 
work together on projects

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It is true that we communicated with each other and our colleagues in the library a little less. But the conversations we had were more targeted and meaningful. Some decry the lack of “water cooler conversation” with remote work – casual chit-chat about projects, friendly interactions with co-workers, spontaneous calls or pop-in visits. We still kept all of that going with our team – it just happened virtually, via text, in Microsoft Teams. We talked almost every day – actually, more than we usually do in the office! Our work requires a lot of attention to tiny details. One semicolon out of place can break the app you’re working on, and be almost impossible to find and fix without a line-by-line examination of code. So the impromptu chats and calls and desk visits a lot of people missed were actually a boon to us. It was much easier for us to concentrate on our work. When we needed to collaborate or get feedback from others outside the team, we scheduled time for a Teams call and made it happen. This helped us prepare to answer questions and allowed our colleagues to prepare more thoughtful questions.



Health
• Mental

• Physical

• Financial



Mental health
• Overall: Great!

• More physically comfortable

• Fewer interruptions, better concentration

• Feeling of being in control of routine 

• Work became a more comfortable, enjoyable, accessible 
experience

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Since we were more physically comfortable, we were happier. Safe in our own homes, we felt more secure. The office environment is full of distractions – the spontaneous conversations and office visits others love are awful when your task is to find and fix bugs. With far fewer of these, it was easier to concentrate and we didn’t feel so pulled in different directions. When you work in an office, your life can feel as if it revolves around that. You’re there for hours every day, you spend time commuting to go there and leave, while at home you’re preparing to go back, and on the weekends you’re doing the things you didn’t have time to do during the week. While we worked remotely, even though our home and work happened in the same place, it felt more like work revolved around our lives. The last point is something I (Julie) can speak to from a specific accessibility perspective. I was diagnosed with generalized and social anxiety almost 20 years ago, and due to this sometimes have problems working with people in person and processing information that is spoken to me. Working remotely, with so much communication coming in through text and the time I needed to fully explain myself in text, work felt controllable, and I dreaded it less. If I felt I needed to avoid being seen on a specific day I could still attend my meetings and simply leave the video off – my internet connection appreciated it as well! But you don’t have to have a disability or other condition to make remote work work – we all have different styles of working and thinking and making, and some just lend themselves more to remote work.



Mental health
• Negatives: 

• COVID, obviously

• Stir-craziness 

• Competing demands (kids etc.) 

• Perceptions (or perceived perceptions) from others

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Having said all that, there were negatives. Of course we were all concerned about COVID and had friends and family who didn’t have the privilege of working at home. It was easy to feel cooped-up and need to get out. Many walks were taken. Everyone had some level of competing demands on their attention. Julie has two kids, who were 8 and 3 at the time; the 8-year-old was in virtual school. Any gains in the ability to concentrate were thus negated.We were very aware of what we saw as other people’s perception of us remote workers. We heard other remote workers’ frustration that they were doing the “right things” and being maligned for it. We saw other University employees decrying remote work because not all positions could be done from home, taking an “all or none” approach. And we read University administration’s communications, which seemed to send the message: We will tolerate this, barely, for now, but the goal is everyone back in their offices, sooner rather than later.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Certain communications about telework from HR and University administration, and the abrupt, unilateral termination of our telework agreements, did make us feel like we had been doing something wrong, that on-site work is the “correct” way to work and that our efforts were maybe not fully appreciated simply because of where they were made. This had a negative effect on morale.



Physical health
• More exercise

• Better diet

• Better sleep

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beginning or ending the day with a run instead of a commute was a great option. (You may have heard the idea of the “virtual commute,” doing something calming or energizing with the time you would normally spend getting to work.) Also, a walk around the block or stepping outside to tend the garden was a great way to get the blood and ideas flowing. We have several good cooks in our team, and being within steps of our home kitchens meant that we could start dishes on our breaks and prepare healthier meals, without the need (or ability!) to get takeout or visit the vending machines. Troy used to run a bakery, and enjoyed the ability to get his hands into some dough during the day, without compromising the amount or quality of his work. These, paired with the mental health positives, led to better sleep, which in turn improved these physical health points.



Financial health
• Saved money on commute, takeout, other expenses

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Many of us also experienced financial benefits – without a daily commute, takeout, vending machine visits, and other expenses associated with working on-site, we were able to save that money. Two of our number were engaged during this time so the savings was very welcome! 



Recommendations



Should libraries offer remote work?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If you have people who can work remotely and are on the fence about whether to offer remote work: YES DO IT. 



…Why?
• It helps combat “brain drain”

• It might make work more accessible

• It provides opportunities to re-engineer library space 

• It might make management easier 

• It might make hiring easier

Presenter
Presentation Notes
MS has a well-known problem with losing its brightest people as they move out of the state. This is especially true with technology-centric work, where a rising number of the workforce expects and will ask for remote work. Libraries increasingly need these people and losing them can mean yet another expensive vendor contract. Ironically, you can keep them here by not making them come in! Since 2016, we have had 2 developer positions on our team, with a total of 6 occupants, 5 of which have left for remote work. In fact, just in the last few weeks, 2 of us have resigned for remote-work opportunities. I don’t know what the situation is for other libraries with website teams, but this has been a recurring theme for us. It may well be that if you don’t let your website people at least work remotely, they will find a way to do it anyway, just not at your library.Remote work can make working easier – for parents and other caregivers, minorities, and people with disabilities. It could potentially ease the load on social programs if these underserved groups had a more flexible option for work – not everyone is able to spend 10 hours a day working and/or preparing to work.We’ve all heard that library users want more space for meeting, reading, studying, etc. Well, vacant offices or cube-farms can be reworked into user-centric spaces. Also, if you’re a manager, having some of your workforce remote might make your life easier. It may lead to less interpersonal conflict. And an increasing number of workers are interested in remote work – especially if you’re hiring IT positions, remote work will make your positions more attractive. 



How do we do it?
• Begin by assuming good faith 

• Focus on “gateways,” not barriers

• Don’t assume it’s “crisis only”

• Don’t wait until the next crisis – plan for remote 
work now

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Start from a place of mutual trust. Don’t assume that your boss will attempt to micromanage you, or that your employee is slacking off. Start with the assumption that we’re all trying to do our best work – maybe in different ways than we’re used to. Remote workers aren’t trying to “game the system” – it’s just a slightly different system. It’s important to know what roadblocks there might be to successful telework, but when you’re planning for it, don’t focus only on those. Look more for how best to facilitate it. Set it as a goal and focus on what will get you there. Remote work can be an important part of your continuity plan, but don’t restrict it to crises. It can benefit your workers and your institution all the time, not just when the physical building has to close its doors. First and foremost, a deadly global pandemic event is not the best time to make major life changes.  Even if you don’t plan to work remotely, or have remotely working employees, or even plan to allow remote work in normal times, start planning now. Know what people can do from home, know who might do well as a remote worker or who is interested in the opportunity, know how you can help them do it, maybe put away some money to help with setting up home offices. And don’t assume this is the biggest crisis you’ll face in your lifetime and you’ll never need to handle this question again. We know that climate change is driving an increase in zoonotic diseases (those that jump from animals to humans) and natural disasters. Another Katrina-level hurricane could see people right back in their homes.



How do we do it?
• Set clear expectations (and boundaries)

• Don’t force people either way

• Self-discipline and time management absolutely 
required 

• Don’t micromanage

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Both employers and employees should set very clear expectations for remote work. Employees, know exactly what your boss expects you to do. Employers, know exactly what level of involvement your employee will tolerate (they are in their own homes, after all). Avoid forcing people to work on-site (or remotely) when you can simply offer a choice. As the cost of living has increased and opportunities have decreased, younger generations are less willing to put up with a lack of flexibility in their employers. Remote work is not “for” everyone, and not always all the time. For those positions that could conceivably be done remotely, a flexible, hybrid schedule should be the minimum offer. If you’re interested in remote work, know that self-discipline and good time management are absolute requirements. You never quite know how you’re going to do until you try it, but don’t be ashamed if it simply doesn’t work for you – or if it works better for you than on-premise work ever did. But you must be willing and able to take your schedule into your own hands. Having said that, for managers, don’t stress too hard about time tracking or being too hands-on. We don’t have experience with strict time-tracking, but I imagine all of us would chafe at it – it would negate the “being in charge of your routine” point. 



Can we do it?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If you’re still reluctant and aren’t sure if this is a thing we can do…of course it is! We were all at home for some amount of time, we know what the bright spots were for us and what the landmines were, we have the necessary perspective, and we know what we’d each have done differently. Release the hold, and embrace the future of work!



No Holds
How the MSU Libraries Website Team Made Telework Work

Thank you! 
• Find us: https://www.library.msstate.edu/departments/digital-initiatives-and-web-services

• Slides and related files: https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ul-publications/37

• Image credit: All images from Unsplash https://unsplash.com unless noted otherwise in slide

Julie D. Shedd, Troy DeRego, Brock Balducci, & Josh Tucker

https://www.library.msstate.edu/departments/digital-initiatives-and-web-services
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ul-publications/37
https://unsplash.com/

	No holds: How the MSU Libraries website team made telework work
	Recommended Citation

	No Holds
	In this presentation…
	This is not…
	Transitioning to remote work
	How it happened
	Transitioning back to the office
	How it happened
	Accomplishments
	Launch of MSU Libraries website
	Launch of Ulysses S. Grant Presidential Library website
	Migration to new IR platform
	Migration to LibAnswers for helpdesks
	Migration of ArchivesSpace to hosted
	Hire of new Web Developer
	Other accomplishments
	How we did it
	Infrastructure
	Infrastructure
	Physical space
	Communication and reporting
	Other factors
	Who we are
	Who we are
	Who we are
	Who we are
	Consequences
	Communication
	Health
	Mental health
	Mental health
	Slide Number 31
	Physical health
	Financial health
	Recommendations
	Should libraries offer remote work?
	Slide Number 36
	How do we do it?
	How do we do it?
	Can we do it?
	No Holds

