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I observed the Berkeley Central Library reference desk for four hours on February 13th between 3:30 and 7:30 pm.  First, let me introduce a little bit of background on the library: The reference desk and library use two types of terminals, one is a PC connected to the Internet and able to toggle to the local area’s online catalogs (including Berkeley, Oakland, and some San Francisco libraries plus Berkeley’s city government’s general information), and the other type is a green screen accessing only the local area’s online catalogs (this type terminal is referred to as the “dumb terminal” by Berkeley reference librarians).  Public access to computers and electronic reference systems is as follows: one PC available for Internet and (especially) printing; six PC’s available for fifteen minute rotations of Internet access; two PC’s allowed for hour access to Internet (requires prior sign-up at the reference desk); six dumb terminals open to the public; and one microfiche machine ready for public use.  The default screen on the PC at the reference desk was set to http://lii.org/ (a “Librarians’ Index to the Internet”) so that librarians can get to search engines quickly.  Most patrons were middle-classed, middle-aged European-American women, although there was a large minority of European- and African-American middle-aged men.  Even though I was not able to record every interaction between librarians and patrons, I will relate as many instances as possible.  I’ve set-up examples as question (Q:) and answer (A:) sessions between reference librarians and patrons.
Q: I want to find a California State Assembly person. I remember his name vaguely, Wild-something.
A: Let me check the California State Assembly Directory first.  Then I’ll go online if we don’t have any luck—No? (after looking at the directory) Ok, let’s try Google, here we are, Wildman. (She prints out the information and hands it to the patron.)

Q: I’m looking for a copy of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. I have the call number, but I didn’t find the book on the shelf. 
A: I’ll enter the call number into the (dumb) terminal and see what it says. Oh, that number is for a book about Uncle Tom’s Cabin, that’s why you couldn’t find it. I got it here on the computer, I’ll show you where it is, please follow me.
Q: I’m writing a report on Ecstasy (controlled substance). Could you give me information about it?

A: Well, there’s a lot of sources: videos, encyclopedias (goes back and returns with Psychedelic Encyclopedia and Recreational Drugs ), and websites. There’s MDMA (another name for Ecstasy) information at clubdrugs.org plus (at this point the patron is taking notes from reference materials) I’ll show you how to get there. (Waits for patron to finish notes.) Go to lii.org then find your sites. (Reference librarian shows patron the site and instructs her on how to use the site to find information on MDMA.)
Q: I’m looking for something on the California judicial system, about current judges.

A: Let’s try the (dumb) terminal. Here we are: California Courts and Judges Handbook.

(She gets the book from behind the counter.)
