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Marilyn Teolis: How did you become interested in Librarianship? 

Suresh Ponnappa:  I came to Knoxville as a student, then after I finished my master’s, I 

started doing my doctorate in Educational Technology.  At that time I needed a minor and 

my advisor, Dr. Al Grant, suggested that I try library science as a minor.  So I took some 

courses and I fell in love with it.  That’s when I decided that I would pursue my master’s 

before I got my doctorate.  Then Dr. Purcell became my advisor and he mentored me.  

Fortunately, at the same time I also got a job at the library, at the old Hoskins Library. 

MT: And where was that? 

SP: At the University of Tennessee Knoxville. I was hired as the circulation desk clerk 

and I liked it and that’s how I got into the library profession.   

MT: Would you give us a brief overview of your career? 

SP: Well as I said, while I was pursing my degree, I got a job at the circulation desk and I 

liked it.  Then there was an opening in the microforms department upstairs, so I just 

applied for that and I was lucky enough to get that job.  So I was a microforms clerk until 

I got my degree.  Then I was praying for a job somewhere, and fortunately Mr. Hunt, 

who was the director of the UT libraries, gave me the choice to stay on there, and would 

make my position a professional position. So after some hard work they found a job for 

me as a microforms/government documents librarian.  So I did that for some time and 

then we moved into a newer building called the Hodges Library.  Then there was an 

opening for a Life Sciences librarian and I applied for that job because by then I had done 

enough of documents and microforms. 
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Fortunately I got that job also, so I worked there for about two or three years.  Then there 

was another opening for the director of interlibrary loan and distance education.  Again I 

put in my application and I was lucky enough to get the job.  Then for about three or four 

years I was the coordinator for interlibrary loan and distance education at that time.  That 

was the beginning of librarianship for distance education at the University.  Then after 

some years there was an opening at the Agriculture and Veterinary Medicine Library for 

the director.  So I applied for that job all within the same library system, and I was lucky 

enough also to get that job and became the Director of the Agriculture and Veterinary 

Medicine Library. 

After about four or five years, there was an opening at the East Tennessee State 

University Medical Library for a Director, and I decided to put my cap into the pool.  

Again I was lucky enough to be hired as the Director and Assistant Dean of the Medical 

Library. Then after a couple of years, because of my leadership related to educational 

technology, my boss asked me if I could be the Associate Dean for biomedical 

communications/education technology in addition to my role as the director of the 

Medical Library.  So I said ok I’ll try that, and for about fifteen years I did that, and I just 

retired as a happy and satisfied librarian. 

MT: Do you remember the first Southern Chapter Meeting that you attended? 

SP: Yes, I remember my first meeting in 1999 when I became the Director of the 

Medical Library at East Tennessee State University.  That year the Southern Chapter 

Meeting was in Greenville, South Carolina.  So that’s where I went and met all the other 

medical librarians from our region.   

Until then I was quite active in the American Library Association and to some extent 

with the Special Libraries Association and with the Agricultural Libraries Network but 

never in the medical library field.  So it was a new induction into all medical.  There I 

made new friends and they are still my friends.  The networking that came out of that 

helped me in my profession very much. 

MT: Do you have any funny or interesting stories you might recall about any of the 

Southern Chapter Meetings you attended? 
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SP: At the Southern Chapter I attended the educational activities we had that were very 

interesting.  It is well known for all the networking and all the good times we have -all 

the parties, all the dinners and get-togethers.  For me, especially we have a group called 

CONBLS which is the Consortium of the Southern Biomedical Libraries Directors.  We 

have meetings also as part of the Southern Chapter in almost all the conferences.  There 

we get to meet our peers and it is a very good learning experience to learn from our 

seniors. There are lots of people who come to my mind when I talk about all the things I 

have learned from.  Of course the person that I replaced at the Medical Library at 

Johnson City, Janet Fisher.  She was very instrumental in my becoming quite familiar 

with medical librarians and introducing me to all the other directors.  I remember the 

great role Tom Basler, from the Medical University of South Carolina, he played and 

Scott Plutchak.  Almost all the librarians, directors and the friends I made, all had a great 

effect on my career. 

MT: Can you talk about how the Southern Chapter has evolved over the years? 

SP:  The Southern Chapter started as a…I think it was a much larger group as far as I 

know, before the Atlantic group broke away.  So, the Southern Chapter started as a very 

small group and then other new libraries came on board like Central Florida, Florida 

State University, and then a lot of other libraries who came on board so it has expanded 

over the years.  We used to talk about traditional librarianship and traditional library 

services which has evolved because of changes in technology.  

Changes to newer aspects too like evidence based medicine and learning commons which 

is a new concept in all the medical libraries.  And these types of topics we had the chance 

to discuss in our conferences so the focus from traditional librarianship to our changing 

librarianship is a constant going on at the Southern Chapter. 

MT: What do you think sets the Southern Chapter apart from other professional libraries 

associations? 

SP: The smallness of the group. Because the group is so small and it is a concentrated 

discussion about the topics that are directly related to the medical libraries, it becomes 

very meaningful when you attend such a meeting and also the fun we have.   One of the 
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things when most of the MLA Presidents visit Southern Chapter Meetings, I think almost 

all the presidents have commented that we have the most fun in addition to the 

conference, the educational aspect.  So it’s a very good mix of fun and learning in our 

organization. 

MT: Were you ever a Southern Chapter officer or have you served in any of the Southern 

Chapter Committees? 

SP: Yes, I think that I served in two or three committees over the years but never taken 

on a committee chairmanship or anything.  I think because I was very active in the 

CONBLS group, I kept a low profile in the Southern Chapter activities. 

MT: What other aspects of the professional development part of the Southern Chapter 

you feel made also an impact in your career? 

SP: One of the other things I like of the Southern Chapter is our connection with NN/LM 

and with NLM organizations.  Because we have a role to play in the development of the 

network groups.  Also when they come to the Southern Chapter Conferences they offer a 

lot of workshops which are very useful.  

We also had meetings with NN/LM directors, it used to be Janice Kelly, and now Dale 

Prince, so we have had interesting discussions and it helped us expand our activities with 

NN/LM among all our libraries.  

MT: Do you recall some of the MLA Meetings that you attended and how MLA has 

impacted your development through the years? 

SP: Ever since I joined the Southern Chapter I was also a member of MLA and I attended 

about four or five different meetings.  One of the interesting meetings I had was to share 

my experiences that I had to work with the USAID grant in Iraq.  I had gone there to 

introduce new technology in three Medical Schools in Northern Iraq.  After I returned, 

the MLA meeting that year was in Washington, D.C., and they invited some of us for a 

panel discussion about the involvement of medical libraries in the growth of developing 

countries and that was a very meaningful session I had.  I remember very well.  Of course 

most of the things we do at MLA is hearing about new things what our colleges across 



 5 
SURESH PONNAPPA 

the country are doing. Also we get to meet international librarians who attend the MLA 

meeting and get to know what is happening in other countries.  I have built up 

relationships with Australian and Chinese librarians. So it has been good for me to be in 

touch not only with what is happening in our country here, but also elsewhere around the 

world.  MLA is a very good conference where we can get these things done. 

MT: How has the medical library profession changed during your career, like when you 

started in librarianship until now? 

SP: There is a drastic change. Sometimes I think we are not librarians anymore we are 

almost some sort of technology educators.  At least at UT Knoxville I remember when 

the Internet came into being, the librarians took the initiative to introduce the Internet 

among faculty and students. 

We used to go around campus showing them how to use the old gofer, the old email, the 

floppy discs, and dumb terminals.  The librarians were very interested in that and they 

took the lead.  I am satisfied that we had such a constructive role in the development of 

the Internet in the field of education.  From paper based books to the Internet world and 

to the Google world.  We have tried to keep our foot on the ground and reach for the stars 

without breaking.  And I think we have done that successfully.  And that is the most 

satisfaction that I have, that we have not lagged behind in any developmental area that 

has come in the field of education. 

MT: What advice would you give to the new librarians? 

SP: To be knowledgeable in whatever we are doing both in traditional librarianship or 

evidenced based librarianship or whatever better comes along, I think that we have to be 

ahead of the game all the time.  Once you do that to be a good librarian we need the three 

R’s, the basic R’s we all know about like reading, (w)riting and (a)rithmetic.  So that is 

the basic knowledge every librarian should have about libraries and librarianship.  But as 

a professional there are another three R’s that I always instill on all my colleagues, these 

are Responsibility, Reliability and Respectability.  Responsibility: everybody should take 

responsibility for their actions.  As a supervisor I like to know that when I give an 

assignment to somebody that the person will be responsible enough to finish the job the 
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way we want it or make it better than the way I want it.  Also we have to be responsible 

for our bosses, also.  Reliability: one has to be reliable when taking on a job, or being 

answerable to your boss, or expecting your staff that you have to rely on them.  And the 

third thing is Respectability. We have to respect each other.  Our colleagues, our bosses, 

our students, everybody.  Irrespective of their income level, race, creed or nationality.  

That’s very important as a librarian so that we could build up those relationships with our 

users, with our students, and with our colleagues.  These are the three things I would 

encourage people to develop in their professional lives. 

MT: Is there any final comment that you have? 

SP: This was a very enjoyable discussion.  As you can see even though I have worked in 

libraries for 30 years, my medical librarianship activities are for only half of that, about 

15 years.  I am glad to share what little I know and what little I have experienced in my 

life and I thank you very much. 

MT: Thank You. 

 

  

 

   

  


