The Secret to Winning the Roger K. Summit Dialog Award

By Ann Clapp

Application details can be found at

http://gep.dialog.com/scholarship/application.shtml



When I saw the first e-mail about the Roger K. Summit Dialog Scholarship Award, I promptly deleted it. It’s not that I’m wealthy and had no use for $5,000—far from it, in fact. But I had heard the term “Dialog searching test” and envisioned a room full of geniuses on computers racing to see who could find the population of Indonesian fruit bats most quickly, and speed is definitely not my thing. Well, the “test” is actually a searching exercise equivalent to about three 530 labs. You can move at your own pace, experiment with different searching methods, and learn as you go. And although some of the final searches that need to be saved and attached in full look intimidating, all but one of them are actually easier than the average 530 question.

In addition to the test, each applicant must write a short essay on why he/she should get the award. This essay is graded on both writing skill and need, but a skillful and thoughtful writer can demonstrate need even without living in abject poverty (although if you actually do live in a van down by the river, I would certainly try to work that in somewhere).

The rest of the score comes from letters of reference, demonstrated interest in electronic resources, and academic achievement. These scores are important, but a great search and good essay can easily compensate for them, so do not let a relatively low GPA or lack of professional experience prevent you from trying. However, do not attempt to guess what is most important to the committee and slide by on the other items. I would have guessed that the letters of reference were merely a formality, but the Dialog representatives mentioned my apparently glowing reference letters as being an important factor.

In short, real students win these awards, and University of Tennessee students have won three of the last six years. I strongly encourage students who have the time (I spent a total of about 80 hours in a four-week period getting everything completed, organized, and together, but you could probably do it faster without a four-year-old “helping” with everything) to enter this competition. The rewards are far more than simply the $5,000.

In addition to paying for my entry into the Special Libraries Association conference, Dialog invited me to all their functions as a special guest. I accompanied the officers of Dialog (including Roger K. Summit) to the SLA Awards gala in Nashville’s Parthenon, a replica of the original landmark that includes a towering Athena. After the opening reception with hors d’oeuvres and drinks, we attended the awards ceremony. The opportunity to see and hear the wonderful accomplishments of the outstanding librarians and companies and their commitment to mentoring was truly inspirational. One award recipient stated that first-timers should come to this event because it reflects the heart and purpose of the SLA, and indeed, I have never been in a more supportive and encouraging professional environment. With offsite buses, free food, and an open bar, this event is relatively expensive, and I would never have been able to afford it on my own.

The Dialog party, or the Infamous Dialog Party as it is called on various listservs, was amazing. People were scrambling for tickets to the event from the time the doors to the expo center opened on the first day, and they started lining up to get into the ballroom an hour early. I had started out a little nervous at the idea of accepting an award and speaking in front of 200 people. Then a Dialog employee mentioned that they expected approximately 1,000 people, and I must have looked aghast, because they spent the next 24 hours saying supportive things to me, and Betty Jo Hibberd followed me around during the party so that I wouldn’t be found hiding in a cave in the hotel eating fresh koi from the pond like Gollum. The Four Tops provided the live music, and the food buffets and open bars were very well stocked. The president and CEO of Dialog, Roy Martin, introduced Roger K. Summit, who said a few words about how important the scholarship is to him. Then Roy presented the award. I thanked a few people and had pictures taken. Fortunately, rather than thinking about the 1,000 people in the audience, I was thinking “I just had my picture taken with Roger K. Summit”, which my husband said makes me a true searching geek.

One of the best parts of winning the award was the UT contingent searching me out afterwards, which gave me the opportunity to meet fellow students—something that I had missed as a distance education student. The next morning, I attended the Diversity Awards Breakfast sponsored by Dialog, and despite my exhaustion, it was inspirational to hear international librarians who had gone through so much hardship just to be in the profession speak about their experiences and love for librarianship. My student loan burden seemed quite a bit lighter after that experience.

In conclusion, I strongly urge anyone who did well in 530 and/or 535 to pursue this scholarship. The rewards far outweigh the time spent, whether you win or not. The competition itself helped me learn new things about searching and Dialog, built up my confidence as I thought of positive things to include in the list of activities, and demonstrated that I could take the initiative to complete a project without the structure of school or an employer guiding that project. The secret to winning?—Apply for it; spend the time to do a great job on all parts of the test and application; and mail it in long enough before the deadline that you don’t have to promise your firstborn to the shipping gods on the chance that it arrives on time. I look forward to seeing Tennessee continue its winning streak and wish all the competitors happy searching.
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