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Competency I

Service concepts, principles, and techniques that facilitate information access, relevancy, and accuracy for individuals or groups of users are an essential component of librarianship.  I interpret these ideas as especially important for reference librarians, although they apply to all librarians.  A main service that librarians provide to patrons is access to information.  Service concepts, principles, and techniques make the task of providing optimal information access for patrons easier.  Let us review some of these service pointers.


First, librarians must recognize the difference between information seekers and information gatherers (Rubin, 2000).  An information seeker wants relevant information to fulfill an immediate desire.  An information gatherer wants information that can be used in the future.  Reference librarians can use this concept to help steer patrons useful information sources.  Information seekers may like newspapers while information gatherers may like reference materials more. (Rubin, 2000)


Next, remember that patrons seek information in the context of something else. (Rubin, 2000)  This means that patrons seek information for a purpose such as: fulfilling research requirements for a school/college assignment, exploring personal interests, or preparing for their work.  When a patron asks for information, the librarian can ask questions that clarify the original question without worry about invading the privacy of the patron. (Rubin, 2000)  The important concept here is to ask questions that deal with the query and not personal questions.  For example, if a patron wants to find information on cancer, it is appropriate to ask, “Is this for personal use, or is this going to be used for writing a paper?”  Using this technique, the librarian can adjust the depth and direction of information access based on the answer without infringing on patron privacy.


This technique of asking questions to refine the query and aid in locating the correct information is part of what can be called the “reference interview” at the reference desk.  The reference interview includes the following steps: 1.) Open the interview. 2.) Negotiate the question. 3.) Search for information. 4.) Communicate the information to the user. 5.) Close the interview. (Bopp, 2001)  One of the techniques of facilitating access to information for patrons is to determine, through personal judgement or further reference interview questions, if the answer is a ready-reference question (requiring one or two sources that cite the answer), a bibliographic verification question (finding the correct citation of a source in order to locate the answer), a interlibrary loan and document delivery question (lending the required material through other libraries or institutions), an information and referral services question (information may be located with social service agencies, community organizations, government offices, or individuals), a research question (longer search usually needed through indexes, catalog, and/or guide), or a fee-based services and information brokering question (information requires a fee and usually involves professional groups and businesses). (Bopp, 2001)  The patron question may involve multiple categories mentioned above, thus requiring more time to locate answers.  This leads to the category of questions that are more time consuming and may require referrals to other programs: guidance (librarian inquiries involve more personal information from the patron, because the patron is attempting to expand a personal interest, start a new career, or start recreational reading that could yet be vague and general—although research questions can also be placed here), reader’s advisory services (reference librarian chooses library materials that suit the patron’s needs, interests, goals, and reading level—may involve in-depth instruction in library use), bibliotherapy (generally in group sessions: librarians choose literature, film, and/or other media to assist the personal growth and/or rehabilitation of members), term-paper counseling (this is related to the reader’s advisory services and research question, a hybrid of both types of questions, requiring more time than the research question and focused on the student’s topic—requires additional meetings outside of first time reference desk referral), or instruction (both for individuals and groups regarding libraries and information sources—the goal is to develop students’ abilities to independently locate resources). (Bopp, 2001)  


There are other techniques to follow in the reference interview.  It is important to gain the trust of the patron, always remember to have an accurate understanding of the patron’s question, and be sure that the patron is satisfied with the answer. (Bopp, 2001)  To fulfill these goals, the successful reference librarian needs to follow certain principles or attitudes: discipline, helpfulness, sensitivity, patience, broad knowledge, and knowledge of reference sources. (Bopp, 2001)  Other types of information access scenarios at the reference desk include: telephone and emails.  (Bopp, 2001)  Lastly, there are sometimes angry or upset patrons. They need to feel that the librarian is listening to them empathetically, but the librarian must also stand firm on library policies. (Bopp, 2001)  

Also, ethnic diversity, non-native English speakers, and non-English speakers must be recognized. (Bopp, 2001)  Non-English speakers at the reference desk need the librarian to listen carefully and ask questions.  Furthermore, the librarian ought to guide the non-English speaking patron to from the beginning of the process to the end (including a follow-up check with the patron). (Bopp, 2001)  Please refer to my Competency C for a more detailed explanation of information access for these patrons.  


After establishing what type of information the patron needs, the librarian must find the source(s) for the information.  At this point, it is important that the reference librarian be familiar with resources in the reference section of the library, such as: directories, almanacs, yearbooks, handbooks, biographical sources, dictionaries, encyclopedias, geographical sources, bibliographic sources, indexes, abstracts, government documents and statistics sources, author and title index, and subject index. (Bopp, 2001)  The location and specific materials within each of these categories may vary from library to library.  Non-reference librarians may not use some or any of these sources, but it is important that they know their specific library resources.  


Understanding the information seeker’s point-of-view helps the librarian better access needed information.  People (potential library patrons) prefer personal contacts to institutional contacts to satisfy their information needs; potential patrons rarely see librarians as a source of information; and information seeking is a process with many stages: initiation (uncertain of search topic), selection (begins to focus topic among general choices), exploration (reviewing information to gain focus), formulation (establishing clear focus), collection (gathering only relevant information), and presentation (search is complete). (Rubin, 2001) The patron may be at different stages in this process.  Refer to the above process for a reference interview, note how librarian understanding of the question includes knowledge of where a patron is on the continuum of information seeking; this knowledge helps the librarian to look for information that will aid the searcher, not repeat information or ignore any possible patron confusion regarding search topic.  

Continuing on with developing understanding of the patron, the librarian must understand the concept that individuals have a wide range of abilities in information seeking. (Rubin, 2000)  Another principle is that potential patrons will use the least amount of effort to find needed information. (Rubin, 2000)  Other concepts to consider are: physical aspects of the library (such as location), policy and procedural aspects of the library (very strict policies will seem un-inviting to patrons), economic/financial aspects of the library (such as funding for the latest computer updates), legal aspects of the library (such as copyright law and the Patriot Act), and social aspects of the library (the impression it projects in the community). (Rubin, 2000)  

Before introducing my evidence for this competency, I recognize that different libraries will have different perspectives to consider when dealing with facilitating information access.  An academic library that has national and international standing will not be put-off by local residents’ social impressions of it as “snooty,” because its primary mission is not to serve the local community.  A public library’s reference desk may consider most of the aforementioned points on facilitating access.  Law libraries will have a narrower range of abilities in information seeking for its patrons, and librarians can make certain assumptions about prior knowledge.  There may be other factors that facilitate information access for library patrons that I have not covered, but they are necessary for a particular type of library or a specific library.

My first piece of evidence deals with improving the service aspect of facilitating library patron access to information.  I worked with my partner, Cheryl Yi, on a research paper that found ways to improve the service quality at Contra Costa College Library.  Our paper states questions related to this goal of service improvement: How can one assess the customer service received by one’s customers?  How does one assess customer satisfaction?  What options are available to assess customer service?  I gathered the primary data; she gathered secondary data; I wrote the rough draft for the introduction, evaluation model, data collection and analysis, and conclusion sections; she wrote the rough draft of the literature review section; she wrote the endnotes and tables; and she did the final edit before submission.  We received a B+ on the paper.

My second piece of evidence is a discussion of how interning at the reference desk at Contra Costa College Library has allowed me to put into practice some of the principles, techniques, and concepts already mentioned.  The format of the piece is straightforward, being a highlight and discussion of my experiences at the reference desk in the spring semester of 2007.
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