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Interning at the Contra Costa College Library Reference Desk 


Starting in January 2007, I’ve interned at the reference desk at Contra Costa College Library.  This is a discussion of some of my experiences at the reference desk.  It begins with knowing the basics.  Then it moves onto helping students on the online catalog.  Some students require use of the databases and internet sources.  I mention some of the technical difficulties that can occur, and what to do about them.  Lastly, I discuss my experiences teaching a databases introduction class, and its effect on my service skills at the reference desk.

Even before I began my first day at the desk, I had a good idea that the abilities of students at Contra Costa College would vary widely (Rubin, 2000), because I had been working at the circulation desk part time for nine months.  Other basics to keep in mind before working at the reference desk: know where the reference materials are and, hopefully, when to search one for an answer (Bopp, 2001); know the Contra Costa College Library web page and its resources (Bopp, 2001); know the reference desk handbook and all necessary files and binders; know how to use Outlook; have an open, friendly, and courteous attitude (Bopp, 2001); stick to policy and ready to stop misuse of library materials/equipment; and always have students perform computer searches so that they learn how to search on their own.  Many of these principles were taught to me by current librarians on staff during my observations of them at the reference desk in fall 2006.  

On my first day at the reference desk, I was nervous that I would not have the answers, and something a librarian told me was useful: “Remember, Andrew, they know less than you.  So, whatever you say will only help them to find information.”  It also helped that I could usually see where patrons were coming from.  Reading people’s faces before they utter a word can be very useful.  Most of the time it’s a questioning look, once in a while it is a challenging expression, and sometimes it’s a smile.  From people’s faces, I can usually get set for a certain type of question or a type of interaction.  Being a little better prepared, I can feel more comfortable before the question starts.  Other clues I look for: student with a copy card (translation: printing from computer), someone holding the library studies reader, or a return patron.  Return patrons make me feel more comfortable, and usually I can recall their name or face.  I can ask follow-up questions to what I recall about their last session or simply greet them—even if they do not have a question.  

Many questions deal with the catalog.  I stand by a student while I guide them through the search process.  Now, there were times in February that I could tell a student needed to do work on their basic computing skills; in these cases I referred them to a Computer Comfort workshop being held by the library and gave them a flyer. (Bopp, 2001)  A number of these students were non-native English speakers.  Non-native English speakers may need more guidance (Bopp, 2001), or translation; I can speak Mandarin and there have been times when it has come in handy.  Some research questions deal with the library databases, and I will help students to find their resources plus give them a bookmark that shows them how to log onto the database from home.  Students that search the internet for information sometimes need instruction on how to narrow search fields or expand them. (Bopp, 2001)  I try to have them look at web sources critically.   During the search, I may have them use Boolean searching and reinforce its importance in internet searches.  If they have paper and pencil, I will have them jot down “AND, NOT, OR for searches” so they will remember in the future.  

Oftentimes, a student researcher needs me to ask different questions to determine what it is exactly they are looking for. (Bopp, 2001)  It is an important part of the reference interview.  I also ask to see the assignment if they have it.  Sometimes just reading over an assignment with a student will clarify the search topic for both of us.  Students who are doing a paper at the last minute will exhibit some negative behavior; it’s always good to re-focus them onto the assignment and not that they have one day to write five pages or one hour to write three pages!  I’ve told students that having something done is better than nothing at all.  I’ve also told them that I pulled all-nighters in college, so I understand.  These statements prove to the student that I’m listening to them and that I empathize. (Bopp, 2001)  An involved reference interview may involve locating where the student is in the research process, sometimes the exploration, formulation, and collection (Bopp, 2001) sections of the research process can resemble each other before I ask for specifics.  

The proper approach to patrons is important.  It is good to keep an open mind and, for me, to ask clarifying questions.  I know there have been times when I gave a student an information source that they were not interested in.  At times, it is a good idea to follow-up on a patron question to gauge satisfaction.  When the reference desk is very busy, obviously it is not wise to follow-up.  


Depending on the month in the semester, students may have many questions regarding how to log onto their student records.  I have to be familiar with the system in order to offer assistance.  I also have to know who to send them to in case what I have knowledge of is not enough to help them.  

The same goes for technology.  If I can not help a student with technology related problems, I will refer them to another person, and find-out what could be done from that person with the technical skills.  Our computer printer has been having problems printing documents.  Besides making sure the student has taken the proper procedures in printing a document, I check for printer malfunctions.  I did not consider this a big part of the job, but it has turned out that way on certain days.  Students that are trying to print out an assignment at the last minute, printer mishaps become a big issue! When printing fails, I give a refund, and then I send them to the computer center or Skills Lab on campus.  At times I’ve printed out documents from my computer at the reference desk.

At Contra Costa College, instruction by librarians is emphasized.  This has improved my service at the reference desk.  By teaching a library database introduction class to students, I have become more familiar with databases.  Search tactics I’ve used for popular databases, such as Expanded Academic ASAP, do not carry over to other databases not owned by Thompson-Gale.  For example, the use of proximity operators differs slightly from vendor to vendor.  Some vendors do not even have proximity operators available.  During class I emphasized clicking on “Help” or “Search Tips” when searching on a database to make sure search tactics will translate.  When I’m helping students access information on the databases, I have a good grasp of which vendors use which kinds of symbols to perform operations.  I also tell these students that they can use the “Help” or “Search Tips” link to access information on their own.  Teaching the databases class was also a review of subject headings.  From a particular subject search, students can narrow to subheadings or see related headings.  In this way, students at different points in the research process can discover ways to refine or broaden their search.  


Another component of teaching is grading papers/worksheets.  I’ve graded several papers as a part of my job duties at the reference desk.  Since I’ve started grading worksheets, I’ve begun to understand the mindset of many students and what is confusing to them.  It is hard for them to distinguish between web page titles and home page titles.  It is hard for them to follow MLA style for writing bibliographies for electronic sources.  Knowing this is true for many students, I emphasize the importance of documenting sources when I help students access information; I ask them questions on the title of web pages, too.

I have given a summary of my experiences at an academic library’s reference desk.  I believe that each academic library’s reference desk differs from another, because of location, size, and mission.  But some of the points I’ve mentioned do carry over to all reference desks at academic libraries.
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