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Future of Reference Focus Group – Notes
 MOBAC -   July 19, 2005

Future of Reference Focus Group
Monterey Bay Area Cooperative Library System 

Naval Postgraduate School, Monterey, CA

Tuesday July 19, 2005 
 9:30 – 12:30
Participating Libraries = 6:  Carmel (Harrison PL), Naval Post Graduate School (host), Monterey City, Monterey County, Monterey International School, Pacific Grove.    MOBAC Libraries = 19
NOTES 

Status of Reference at Member Libraries

Santa Cruz City-County Library System
Reference: Adult:  Numbers are down, but the questions are harder and take longer to answer.  Answering questions may now include teaching a search strategy for Internet searches and teaching how to use the databases.  Patrons expect readers’ advisory.

Reference – Kids:  This is still busy and driven by homework assignments, especially for reports and research.  Kids need help in finding books and magazine articles (in print.)  Staff also helps kids with Internet strategies. 

Desk, Staffing, Physical Arrangements:  Libraries have a staffed desk.  Librarians answer reference questions and deal with equipment problems.

Monterey County Free Libraries
Reference – Adult:  Fewer high level questions; more genealogy and history questions, more difficult questions.  Teaching how to use a database is up.
Reference – Kids:  The homework centers, with a coordinator, are busy – 30-50 kids at a time.  

Patrons:  Patrons are diverse; include recent immigrants, farm workers, Spanish speakers, low literacy.  Immigrants need basic books.
Desk, Staffing, Physical Arrangements:  Librarians act elitist, judging questions and denigrating those about games.  By focusing on the hard questions, librarians lose track of the easy ones.  Consider loaning video games?

Monterey Public Library (City)
Patrons:  Patrons at the desk include many repeat patrons who interact with staff because they are lonely or bored.  What about a question-deposit-account which would require that patrons ration staff time or they’ll run out of “service chits;” these patrons mis- or over-use resources and the librarians’ time.  Objective, authoritative information is less important than its packaging that is fun and free.
Questions:  Circulation is up; reference questions, down.  Seniors are not attuned to the Internet and request help with the basics.   Adult readers’ advisory is big, and it’s also done at the circ desk and with roaming reference librarians.  There is little email reference, even with the kids.  Librarians teach students how to use the library’s web site.   Teachers have fewer curriculum questions because teachers are teaching to standardized tests.   Parents’ questions are for age-appropriate reading material and curriculum-related information and materials.  Since the library has a good California history collection, those questions are significant; in-depth questions are handled by appointment.

Desk, Staffing, Physical Arrangements:   Because of budget cuts, the reference staff was cut by half, staffing organization and job descriptions are being re-thought.  The library has roaming reference - librarians walking around the library, instead of stationed only behind the reference desk.  The reference desk is smaller and more open.  The staff does not sit, but stands and roams.  The reference collection is now smaller.   A display of popular books – best sellers, good reads, topical books – at the library entrance is popular.  

The library’s strategy is patron self-sufficiency and self-service, which patrons like.  “Book Pages” is a popular self-help readers advisory tool.  (Library has “What do I Read Next.”)   Shrinking funds are being re-distributed.
Outreach, Education, Marketing:  The library needs help in marketing and relationship-building, needs to do more outreach and more for youth, and perhaps more with remote services and users.
Carmel – Harrison Memorial Library
Three Issues
1. Internal – Sense of Place and Community.  A subset of that is nurturing 

2. External – Push out information beyond the library, but portal websites fail.

3. Integration – Traditional skills that librarians have built up through experience with Technical skills required in the Internet age, in knowledge, skills, databases, and software programs and computers.

Questions:  Questions are down; circulation is up.  People want to know which website to use.  They want the answer now and are impatient with waiting.  Some patrons will shop their questions among the libraries in the Carmel, Pacific Grove, and Monterey area. There was readers’ advisory when Oprah featured contemporary works
Desk, Staffing, Physical Arrangements:   Patrons invade the reference desk, looking at the staff computer and taking desk supplies.  Tourists look for supplies.

Pacific Grove Public Library
Patrons:  Many are seniors who do not and will not use computers or the Internet.  Their questions are basic.  .
Questions:  Because of citations found in databases and catalogs, ILL is up.  One senior patron ILL’s romances.  Collaboration between librarians and with patrons, e.g. demonstrating searches is up.  Patrons want readers’ advisory and help in searching for books.
Desk, Staffing, Physical Arrangements:  The sense of library as place is important, and quiet study areas are popular.  The reference desk increasingly feels like a barrier, a prison.  

Naval Post Graduate School (Dudley Knox Library)
Questions:  Numbers are down, but require in-depth answers and search strategy, often by subject experts.  Virtual reference is crucial; both live and email although may average less than 6 VR per day … that’s still 20% or more of total ref  In-depth answers are often handled by email.

Desk, Staffing, Physical Arrangements:  The library moved its reference function to the back of the library.  The front desk handles routine questions, including directional and equipment ones.  There is a reference office in the rear for reference questions requiring a professional.  Reference librarians make appointments for reference consultations in their offices.  

The library is spacious and open, with wireless.  Study carrels are scattered throughout the library.  Patrons bring their laptops also.  Although computers for catalog lookups are clustered, there is no way for librarians to tell at a glance if the patrons could use some offered help.  Librarians are subject specialists, with experience and expertise.   Afraid of collaborative models because they think they’d get every naval or marine question in the world. 
Patrons:  Patrons are members of the various U.S. military forces, on site and around the world, working on post-graduate study and projects.  Mostly in uniform, they are highly disciplined and focused and pick up or follow up on answers or material held for them (as contrasted with UCSC undergrads).

Outreach, Education:  Attendance at classes held in the library is up.  Since patrons learn self-help strategies for searching the Internet and library resources, they may be self-sufficient and able to answer their own questions.   Still, there is a need for more outreach and also on-line tutorials.

Monterey Institute of International Studies
Questions: The number of questions is down, but they are more difficult or are, or develop into, requests for training.
Patrons:  Since some are distance students, email reference is important.
System Reference Center

Is second level worth the money MOBAC is spending?  It’s not working; 21st century expectations are superimposed on a 1960’s model for document delivery, funding, and structure.  What are the state requirements, number of questions, budget?   There was a general concensus that MOBAC libraries were not getting their money’s worth from System Reference.  
There also was a general consensus that ‘answering difficult questions’ function of the System Reference Center … was not needed nearly as much now, but people threw out various ideas about what the new role(s) should be.  The most commonly mentioned roles fell into three areas …

1 Building and maintaining reference tools … (like LII, Jobstar, etc)

2 Training … particularly training in the Monterey area 

3 Collective purchasing of databases and other ‘tools’

4 Marketing … doing something to raise the profiles of libraries and library reference … 
Here are some more specifics … 

Marry PLS and Califa (and use it as a model for system services.)  Example:  Califa’s presentation of Overdrive – marketing, client presentation, list of libraries, use of technology.  
Training:  More needed.  Arrange for classes at the local level.  Distance prevents attendance at Infopeople courses.  Coordinate logistics of shared courses.
Marketing and Outreach:  Design of publicity campaigns, make state level campaigns MOBAC-centric.  Publicity pieces for products, e.g. Overdrive and services – a template site with professional flyers and book marks that can be customized for a member library.  Community building.
Collection Support & Databases:  Joint purchasing of databases.  List of unique special collections.
Local History Tools:  Tools for accessing local newspapers.  Digitize indexes and create lists of indexes per library.  
Networking Opportunities:  Example – focus group on 7/19.

Needs Assessment Tools:  Community desires.  Question types.  Patron types.  Underserved.
Questions:  OK to outsource 2nd level questions.  Continue document delivery.  Empower local level to answer questions.
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