FUTURE OF REFERENCE 

PANEL PRESENTATION

The year is 1970.  I (or a painfully younger version of me, fresh out of library school) am sitting at the reference desk in the Social Sciences Reference Room in McKeldin Library, where I spend approximately 15 hours a week.  A student comes to the desk and asks “Where can I find information on retention in colleges and universities ?” I take her to the reference room’s card catalog to look for bibliographies and other reference books.  I also suggest the Education Index, and the Current Index to Journals in Education where she can look for journal articles.   We go to the index table.  I explain subject headings, show her how to use the ERIC Thesaurus, and together we establish proper subject headings in each index.   I explain what the citations mean and where the student must go to find the journals. I tell her that she must look year-by-year through the cumulative indexes, and month-by-month for the current issues.  She must write down each citation she selects for further use.  To find out if we own the journals, we have a print serials list that she must check.    I also tell her that there is a main card catalog on the first floor (we are on the third floor).  She can look there for books she can check out.  I then leave the student to her toils.  She will patiently spend several hours trying to identify journal articles on her topic.  She is a captive audience and I am her guru of information.

It’s 1974.  The reference process at the Social Sciences Reference Desk remains pretty much the same.  However I am now responsible for assisting users develop search strategies for online ERIC searches.  Please note that there are no computers available.  Rather, the users and I sit together with the ERIC Thesaurus and struggle to determine the best search strategy to use to find information on their topics.  It is a labor-intensive, clunky, and difficult process since we cannot see what our search strategy will retrieve.  I then send the strategy (via U.S. mail) to Research Park in North Carolina, and about two weeks later the search results are mailed back.  I conduct about one of these search sessions a month.  But we are making progress, such as it is.    Users of the service are appreciative.  I am still their information guru, and they are dependent on me to get their searches done.

It’s 1976.  The four previously separate reference areas have been consolidated into “McKeldin Reference.” The reference librarians must learn new subject areas and assume new roles. Traditional reference remains a major part of what I do for approximately 12 hours a week.  However, as part of our new online reference service I have learned to search via Dialog and have conducted 20 online searches.  Our computer sits alone in a locked room.  Next to it sits a timer.  We charge our users for the cost of the prints that they receive and also for our online time.  Many individuals set an upper limit beyond which they do not wish to pay.  The timer is a constant reminder of the user’s money that we are wasting if we blunder in our searching.  It scares me when it dings—I want to smash it.  I still sit with users to develop a search strategy beforehand, but now I can test it and make adjustments immediately online.  My powers as an information guru are growing.  

The popularity of the online search service continues to increase.  In 1977 I complete 65 searches, in 1978, 109 and in 1979 I do 228 searches.  Most of the reference librarians are searching online.   However, online searching remains a separate entity, with it’s own manager.  Reference at the desk is pretty much as it has been in the past, user guides are all in print form, and computers are not used at the desk.  However, all that is about to change.

It is 1981.  I have learned OCLC and RLIN searching, and we have a terminal at the desk so that we can incorporate these searches into the reference process.  In addition, the library system begins to prepare for our first online catalog using the GEAC system.

In 1985 the online catalog is introduced to the public and, for the first time, we are able to access our library’s catalog from terminals at the reference desk.  This expands our capacity to assist our users find information in the monograph collection, and I am involved in a pilot project to provide reference assistance to users in the online catalog area.  I am now Head of McKeldin Reference, and my goals for the year include the need to address the “quality of desk service, the role of support staff in reference and new service challenges created by developments in technology…including the introduction of the online catalog, shared online bibliographic files, patron remote access, nonbibliographic files and cooperative reference.”  

1987 is something of a landmark year.  We introduce ERIC and Psyclit on CD-ROM.  We have entered the era of end-user searching, and our users embrace it fully.  My role, and that of my fellow reference librarians is on the verge of shifting from online search guru to teacher to “get out of my way and let me search.”

Over the next few years we gradually increase the CD ROM products we offer, including full-text products .  We have established a separate Catalog Assistance Desk staffed by paraprofessionals.  We check the CD-ROM products out at this desk.  They are extremely popular, and we struggle with control and sign-out issues.  We have moved from revered information providers to time keepers, and sometimes unpopular rule enforcers.  With fingers stained black, we run from computer to computer with opened paper clips to prod recalcitrant ink out of cartridges.  We provide workshops to teach CD-ROMS. We worry that students are not asking for our assistance with their searches.  Do they know what they are doing?  
By 1990 the Libraries are involved in a search for a new Library Information Management System, and will eventually select CARL.  This means a new online catalog to learn, use, and teach at the reference desk.   Our online search service continues to operate, but its use dwindles in proportion to the new self-service products that we add.  Our users are becoming increasingly independent.  CARL’s UnCover database is an instant and overwhelming success.  Several CLIS students do field studies with us, providing assistance to our users in the automated reference area.  I am involved in trying to expand our efforts in indepth reference by appointment and re-examining the functioning of the catalog assistance desk.

In 1992 the Libraries struggle with printing issues at online catalog terminals. We expand our forays into searching on databases available via the Internet, and I learn to search using FirstSearch.  I also make the grand leap into email.  While we won’t use email for reference for several years yet, it makes an immediate impact on the way we communicate as an organization.

It is 1993.  After two years of being shoehorned into temporary quarters in what was then the new addition to Mckeldin, the reference area moves back into the renovated section of McKeldin Library.  We are now on the first floor, and have moved to a tiered reference service, which radically alters the nature of the reference.  Paraprofessional staff and student assistants working at the front Information Desk serve as the first line of service, answering directional, and simple informational questions, and instructing users in the rudiments of searching the online catalog.  They refer reference questions to the reference librarians, who sit in a glassed-in area behind the desk.  At the same time, databases continue to proliferate, and more and more databases are being migrated from CD-ROM to online via the Libraries’ home page.  The CD-ROM’s that do exist, are managed through a LAN and are no longer checked out at the desk.

I find myself working primarily with students who have “real” reference questions.  I spend considerable time with them teaching them how to use the online catalog and various databases. While searching for information has gotten considerably easier and less time consuming than it was back in 1970, it has also gotten more complex in many ways and the abundance of resources can be overwhelming.  I use the print reference collection less and less.  The Internet still hasn’t become a major presence in the Libraries, and most of the students using our terminals are doing so to search the online catalog or the Libraries’ databases.  A catalog assistance program staffed by volunteers from technical services provides roving assistance to users in the online catalog area.

There continues to be a great need to bring reference service out to our users working in the database area.  In 1996 through 1998 I work with Dr. Abels to incorporate CLIS students into a search assistance program and McKeldin Reference is able to get a graduate assistant who provides extensive point-of-use help.  Along with the other reference librarians, I learn HTML and begin developing Web guides and tutorials for specific classes.  The UM libraries also begin investigating email reference, and develop guidelines for this service.  

In 1998 I am also involved in the consolidation of Hornbake and McKeldin reference, combining the two services in Mckeldin Library.  

1999-2000 brings another swing of the reference pendulum.  A reorganization of Public Services into teams also brings about major changes to a reference desk, staffed by librarians from the three subject teams, and abolishes the concept of tiered reference.  We no longer try to make a distinction between information/direction and reference.  The reference librarians join the paraprofessional staff and student assistants on the front lines at a service site made busier by the elimination of Hornbake’s role as an undergraduate library.

The next five years seem to pass in a blur, bringing further changes in technology.  In the McKeldin Reference area, we add new pay-for-print stations and more computer terminals.  All our computers can now access the Internet.  Select terminals offer full access to the Microsoft Office suite.   We have yet another Library Information Management System with a new online catalog.  Remote access is improved through Research Port, more online databases, and a greatly-expanded e-journal collection.  Our email reference service is joined by the virtual reference services of CHAT and Ask-Us-Now.  

Unlike the student in my 1970 scenario, students now come to the library for many reasons having to nothing to do with what we traditionally consider library resourses.   Many are registering for classes, checking their email, or surfing the Web.  Other students using our computers are trying to do word processing or create power point documents.  Printing questions abound.  

On the other hand, many of the students who do need our help don’t come to the library at all.  The question I received face-to-face on the reference desk almost 35 years ago is apt to come to me today virtually.  Many students want to know how they can get the information they need from home without coming to the library.  They want the full-text of the journals and are sometimes unwilling to consider anything else.  They want me to tell them quickly and precisely how to get information.  They would be appalled to be told that they must spend hours consulting print sources and copying citations.

My experience at the UM Libraries is, of course, not unique.  The Winter 2004 issue of Reference & User Services Quarterly contained an article on “The Changing Roles of Academic Reference Librarians Over a Ten-Year Period” by Christen Cardina and Donald Wicks.  They collected data relating to the roles of reference librarians from 1991-2001.  Not surprisingly, their survey revealed a 12% decrease in face-to-face reference and concomitant increases of 21% in email reference and 2% in instant messaging reference. Use of the Internet increased from 12% to 100%.  Use of print indexes, thesauri, and almanacs declined substantially.  Sixty-three percent of the reference librarians polled indicated that they had plans to modify reference service in the near future, 25% of these saying that they would implement chat or instant messaging services.  
It is 2010.  I (or an even more painfully older version of me) am not sitting at the reference desk.   I am (hopefully) sitting on a deck chair on a cruise ship.  However, I may have my laptop with me, and I may still be answering reference question via instant messaging.  On the other hand, perhaps not.  But, I could be.    I have no crystal ball into the future.  However, what I have learned from the past is that change in reference service has been driven by the following factors:


  *the organizational and administrative climate, policies and politics

  *the support structure including the physical facilities and functions which 

                  contribute to reference


   *the financial resources available

   *technological advances

   *user characteristic and demands

   *the skills, flexibility, and mindsets of the reference librarians 

It is the technological advances that tend to drive us forward, and the organization must have the knowledge and financial resources to take advantage of new technologies, as well as the receptivity to use them to make positive changes.  Technological advances have also made information easily accessible to our users and dramatically changed the way they communicate and their expectations. 

 Two technological terms I recently learned are applicable to what is happening in libraries. Disintermediation refers to people no longer needing an intermediary to accomplish their goals—telephone operators, bank tellers, gas station attendants and travel agents are prime example of occupations affected.  So are reference librarians.  Discontinuity is the introduction of a concept or technology into a web of relations that totally disrupts it.  Isn’t this exactly what online databases and the Internet have done to our relationship with our users.? 
I firmly believe that users will continue to need reference librarians and reference service.  However, it will become increasingly hard to convince them of this.   Sitting at a reference desk waiting for them to come to us is becoming less productive.   We must find better ways to study their behaviors as information seekers, be prepared to reach them wherever they are, and be constantly “in their face.”  They are no longer dependent on us to get information.  We need to show them that we can help them get good information. As reference librarians we will need to keep current with the dizzying array of information retrieval possibilities, as well as with the new ways of communicating.  We will need to be adaptable, creative, and willing to take risks.   Thus far, new reference services have been additive.  As we take on new roles we will have to make some hard choices about services that may no longer be viable.  And, above all, we must remember that the best way to predict the future is to create it.  I’ll be watching from that cruise ship to see what happens.
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