Reference Interviews     1

LIBR 289 e-Portfolio
Spring 2009
Evidence for Competency J
Observing Reference Interviews

Reference & Information Services

LIBR 210-13 – Fall 2006

Running Head: REFERENCE INTERVIEWS
Observing Reference Interviews
Diem-Trang Trinh

November 13, 2006

Reference & Information Services

LIBR 210-13 – Fall 2006

School of Library and Information Science - San Jose State University

Observing Reference Interviews is quite an eye-opening experience. For this assignment, I went to the Westminster Public Library, which is located at 8180 13th Street, Westminster, CA 92683. It is a branch of Orange County Public Library. I came here a little after 3:00 PM on a regular weekday. This was the time that children just got off from school. From where I sat, through the glass wall, I saw many parents dropping their children here to do their home works or school projects. So it was very busy for two librarians. This library was relatively large. Though it has only one level, there are different sections for different ages. For four hours I was there, the majority of patrons were junior high and high school students. 

 
After talking to the two librarians about my assignment and asking them for permission to observe, I chose a desk closest to the reference counter where I could see all the patrons and hear their conversation clearly. At first, it looked like all the patrons knew what they were doing as they walked in. Most of them went straight to their desks, computers, or bookshelves as if they were here before many times. At this time, one librarian was at the desk working on her computer, and the other was walking around as if she tried to reshelf books. Though they were occupied with their works, they never failed to smile or greet those around them. They really made the patrons feel welcome. I certainly felt the same way when I entered. The one at the desk greeted me: “Good afternoon. How are you?” I felt a warm welcome in her smile. After exchanging my greeting, I felt comfortable enough to introduce myself, to let her know what I was there for, and asked her to let me sit in and observe. She gladly allowed me to do that. As I sat down and observed, I saw her smiling and greeting to all patrons who walked by her.  

 
Not long after the students entered the library, I saw the two librarians busier. Students began to ask them all kinds of questions: “Where are books about the Vietnam War located? Can you show me how to use the printer? What computer has Internet access? Can you show me how to log on the computer? Can you put these books on hold for me? Can I borrow the report on ‘The Value Line Investment Survey?’ Who is the main author of this book?” As they tried to respond to these questions, they also answered the phone calls. Most of these are about searching for materials online. Here and there, I heard them saying: “Click on the Reference Books; the homepage is O-C-P-L dot O-R-G.”  The similar phrase that the two librarians always said when they picked up the phone was, “Good afternoon, this is a reference librarian. May I help you?” When they were on the phone, they would not ignore patrons who were waiting for them. They would stop the conversations periodically to tell patrons: “I’ll be right back with you;” or “Give me a minute.” In general, they were quite busy at this time of the day, but they wanted to make sure patrons were satisfied with their service. 

Another noticeable manner of the librarians was the way they dialogue with patrons. They used active listening as part of their conversation. I often heard them saying: “Uh huh. Yeah. I see. Sure.” They also asked question as a way to confirm the request: “So you want to look for books about the Vietnam War?” They also asked patron to spell a certain name: “Is it A-U-C-H-W-I or A-U-S-C-H-W-I-T-Z?” This listening technique worked out quite well because it engaged both speaker and listener in the conversation. Especially the speaker would feel she/he was given attention.

In some cases, when patrons could not find the materials that they needed after they were helped the first time, they would come back and waited for the librarians for help again. I heard them saying: “Don’t worry. I’ll be right with you and take you to the right place because I just saw it there earlier.” Or “I know it is there because I just put it back.” After saying it, she would get off her desk and take the patron to the section to look for that particular book. Sometimes, I saw both of librarians too busy to help patrons, so they did not have time to take patrons to the book shelf or to find materials for them. They then wrote down on a piece of paper the information about the location of the materials and gave to the patrons with clear direction, such as “The kid fictions’ books are on your right hand side, and it is next to the DVD’s aisle.”  The way they served really made me wonder: “How can they be so calm and composed the whole time while too many requests interrupted them?” I am sure they were well trained for this service. 

Another good thing about the librarians that really drew my attention was, they never asked patrons any negative questions like: “What’s wrong with you? Why are you so slow? Did you mess it up again?” Throughout my four hours there, I did not hear them ask those questions. They often asked: “What’s going on? What is the matter now? How is that computer running? How did you like that book?” It is important to know that these questions help patrons feel respected. This is definitely a great learning experience for me. I will certainly put in practice these neutral questions.

For those who could not find what they needed, the librarians would try everything to help them. When they could not find it or they knew the library did not have it, they would say: “I am sorry.” In many cases, they would refer patrons to other libraries where they could find it. For one instance, when the patron could not find a book on a certain survey about marriage, the librarian then search online and found the book at the main library. She then called over there to have them hold the book for the patron. 
Another lesson that I learned from the two librarians at the Westminster Public Library was, they were very composed in dealing with children. I believed they were trained to handle challenging situations. There was this one incident that I thought no one could do better.  A young boy about twelve years old first came and asked to use the computer; so he was given the computer to use. However, after that, he left the computer unused and disappeared. Other kids wanted to use the computer too, but they had to wait because there was not any available. The kids pointed at the unused computer, but the librarian shook her head because it had been taken. Fifteen minutes later, the computer was still unused; the librarian gave the computer to one of the students who were waiting. Just then, the other student came back and tried to reclaim his computer, and there was a brawl. They were both taken inside a private quarter. I did not know what happened in there, but moment later the parent of the first student came and took him home. That seemed to be very common among children, and if librarians were not well trained to deal with them. It will be difficult to help them.

As I continued to observe, I learned that the two librarians went back to their normal work without a grimace as if nothing happened. They continued their conversations with other students and manifested professional manner. They kept their smiles natural, their eye contact with patrons throughout the dialogues, and always ended the conversations politely. I often heard them saying: “Thanks for asking. You are welcome. Is there anything else you’d like to know? Let me know if you can’t find it. Have a good evening, etc.” I am sure that the way they conclude with a closing question make patrons walked away happy with their delightful attitudes.


The more I observed the two librarians, the more I recognized that they had used the same techniques that I have read for the class readings.  They always had good eyes contact
 and never made patrons feel unwelcome.  Both of the librarians always stopped their work when patrons came to ask for help, and they were always willing to serve. Although both of them were very busy, they were always ready to work with the patrons for as long as necessary. They never expressed any discomfort toward any patron.  I did not hear any negative closure like, “Have you checked the catalogue?” or “Are you sure you entered your correct ID and Password?” This is a big difference between the reference interview and tutoring.  I remember, when I was in college, every time I asked my math tutor to help me, she always responded with a question like: “Have you tried your best to solve the problem?” or “Have you used the right method for this problem?” All of these questions really made me feel uncomfortable. 


The longer I have observed what the two librarians did, the more I realize that there are a lot of things to do during a reference interview. It was much more than just getting the patron’s name, address and description of the research question.  The librarian really needs to understand what their patrons want, so they can help them with professional research services.

Observing Reference Interviews is truly an indispensable experience. For the four hours that I was in the Westminster Public Library, I learned more than four hours reading from a good book. I learned how children behaved and what they needed. They mostly behaved instinctively and needed basic instruction to complete their tasks. Most of the times, they cared little for those around them; their needs had to be responded first. The two librarians at the Westminster Public Library knew about this behavior because they were trained for it. They were patient and friendly with them. They treated them with respect and love. They were always willing to serve and listened carefully to the patrons. They made the patron feel welcome and comfortable to use the library. They are truly the models for those who want to learn about customer service.
