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From the Chair 
 
Greetings! 
 
I arrived home from the ALA Annual Meeting in Orlando invigorated by MARS activities and the 
ideas generated at MARS meetings, programs and discussion groups. Despite the much-
discussed drawbacks of Orlando as a convention site, the meetings and programs were 
excellent. There was time for fun events such as the MARS Happy Hour—a wonderful place to 
meet old and new friends. And speaking of friends, congratulations to Bill McHugh, who was 
recognized at the MARS business meeting as our “Favorite Martian”!  
 
It was fitting that George Porter’s year as MARS Chair was consumed with issues about the new 
ALA website, and I am grateful that he was able to take on the challenge of those issues. Thank 
you George! Now George will continue as an ALA website “activist” in a formal way as the RUSA 
representative to the ALA Web Advisory Committee. 
 
The MARS Chair’s Program drew a large crowd that listened to an exploration of the past, present 
and future of Web-based reference services/collections such as the Internet Public Library and 
Librarian’s Index to the Internet. The audience then engaged in a spirited dialogue with speakers 
who ventured into such questions as “What kind of collection constitutes the best support for 
online synchronous reference?” and “What is the quality of virtual reference service being provided 
by librarians?” A big thank-you for the success of this program is due to the program planning 
committee and to Alesia McManus who chaired it.  
 
The relationship of MARS with the newly constituted RSS (Reference Services Section) was a 
topic of discussion at MARS Executive Committee meetings, and positive progress resulted. It 
was agreed that MARS and RSS will form a joint Virtual Reference Committee, with a Co-Chair 
and three members drawn from each section. A mission/charge for the committee will be created 
this summer and members will be appointed in time for the group to have its first meeting at 
Midwinter in January 2005. In addition, the Executive Committees of MARS and RSS have 
agreed to establish a regular time when they can meet together to discuss issues of mutual 
interest. By happenstance, both committees were assigned to the same hotel for meetings on 
Tuesday morning in Orlando and managed to meet jointly for a short time, during which they 
agreed upon details for the joint committee. Continuing collaborative efforts with RSS look very 
promising. 
 
Some highlights of Executive Committee business: 

• Shannon Jones’ appointment as the new Web Coordinator was approved. She will work 
as an intern with Jian Liu, current Web Coordinator, during the next year and then will 
take over the position. A MARS Web Advisory Task Force is being formed to work with 
Jian and Shannon in the coming year on changes to the MARS web pages. 

• Hui Hua Chua’s appointment as the Messages from MARS Editor/ MARS-L Moderator 
was approved. She will work as an intern with the current Editor/Moderator, Anne 
Haynes, over the next year before taking over the position. 

• The MARS Best Fee-Based Websites Task Force, chaired by Lori Morse, reported that it 
expects to have a recommendation by Midwinter on the feasibility/desirability of creating 
an annual list of best fee-based websites, as a parallel list to the popular MARS Best 
Free Reference Websites. 

• Work is underway on a jointly-sponsored MARS/RSS Pre-Conference for Annual 2005 in 
Chicago on the topic: “Reinvented Reference:  The Integration of Digital And Traditional 



Reference.” Laurie Probst and Lisa Horowitz are chairing the planning committee for this 
pre-conference. 

MARS committees are hard at work on planning for future discussion forums, programs and other 
projects. There are still a few committee slots available, so if you would like to meet new 
colleagues in your field of interest, contribute to your profession and have a role in determining 
the issues addressed by MARS over the coming years, fill out the MARS Committee Interest 
Form at   http://www.ala.org/ala/rusa/rusaourassoc/rusavolunteers/marsonlinecommittee.htm or 
send me an email. 

Doris Ann Sweet 
MARS Chair 2004-05 
dasweet @simmons.edu 
 
=================================================== 
 
2005 MARS Chair's Conference Program Planning Committee 
 
Members of the 2005 MARS Chair's Conference Program Planning Committee met at ALA 
Annual  to further plans for next year's program in Chicago. The working title for the program is 
“Electronic Reference: What Are Our Users Telling Us?” scheduled for 10:30-Noon, Sunday, June 
26, 2005.  Program details and speakers will be announced shortly. 
 
Rosemary Meszaros, Chair 
rosemary.meszaros @wku.edu 
 
=================================================== 
 
MARS Chair's Program at ALA Annual 2004 
“Celebrating a decade of Web-based reference collections: where do we go from here?” 
 
An audience of over 300 came to hear our panel of nationally known speakers reflect on the past, 
present, and future of web-based reference collections and services.   Examples of these 
services include Librarian's Index to the Internet (LII), the Scout Report, and the Internet Public 
Library (IPL). With the growth of virtual reference and increased use of web-based information 
sources, these collections are vital to reference librarians as current awareness sources, as 
working collections, and as collection development tools. The program explored the impact these 
services have had on reference services and how they are used by reference librarians. 
 
Jokingly referring to herself as the "Ghost of Christmas past", Buff Hirko, Statewide Virtual 
Reference Project Coordinator for the Washington State Library, kicked off the program as the 
first speaker.   Buff made an analogy of local paper files on specialized and discrete topics 
(remember vertical files?!?) to the development of web-based reference collections.  Personal 
bookmarks also served as the foundation for a number of collections such as Gary Price's “List of 
Lists.”  She highlighted the different methods of organization, approaches, personalities, finances 
etc., which drive projects. Collections such as LII and IPL are used in many ways, including as 
collection development tools for resources added to the local library web pages, etc.  These and 
other collections have stable platforms and a stable history though their financial situations are 
sometimes precarious.  She summarized by saying that web-based collections showcase what 
we do well - developing, organizing and maintaining collections, then making them easily 
accessible. 
 
Susan McGlamery, the Project Director of 24/7 Reference spoke about the use of these 
collections by virtual reference librarians.  She stated that librarians have two basic choices for 
locating resources: 1) library resources, and 2) Google.  She noted that a high percentage of 



librarians in 24/7 Reference are using Google and wondered why.  There is a place for LII, 
InfoMine, etc. but their use may depend on the question being asked.  In addition to the web-
based collections that have been discussed, there are also general, specific and home-grown 
subject guides/websites notably local academic sites which one can turn to.  A problem with 
some of the general guides is that they may not have many sites included.  She spoke about a 
tendency to try and satisfy the patron in a chat session quickly with a resource found in Google 
and then to look for more authoritative content.  Librarians tend to use guides like LII more than 
patrons do.  She credited and mentioned Buff's idea to develop a federated tool for searching 
some of the subject guides such as LII, IPL, etc.  24/7 Reference has analyzed part of their 
thousands of transcript sessions and has decided to develop a legal guide (path-finder) for its 
librarians, which guide people through the reference interview in addition to providing suggested 
resources.  The tension surrounding chat reference, use of Google, and the need for librarians to 
answer questions out-of-field has prompted the development of pathfinders, and resources such 
as LII are also being linked to within the pathfinders. She finished by saying that she believes 
web-based guides are significant and she remains optimistic about their future. 
 
The provocative Joe Janes, Associate Professor in the Information School at the University of 
Washington, spoke about the nature of reference collections which cover materials at-hand.  He 
noted that the concept of ready reference as a distinct collection began around the turn of the 
20th century. He thinks of reference collections in three ways: 
1) (the inner ring) - items behind the desk (e.g. phone books, salary book) and items carried 
around in a librarian's head (e.g. Amazon) 
2) (the middle ring) - regularly used reference materials (e.g. Oxford English Dictionary (OED)) 
3) (the outer ring) - items which are not regularly used, including items in the stacks. 
 
He has observed that we may not always use the best source but rather the 
closest or most familiar one.   He thinks of LII and IPL as really good 
vertical files which may account for the Google phenomena that Susan mentioned.  Vertical files 
are used to keep information just in case but aren't often used to answer reference questions. He 
believes that the time for IPL, LII and Scout may be past, as searching is easier than "knowing" a 
resource exists making Google the more attractive option.  Like Susan, he noted that chat seems 
to perceptually require a faster response than in-person reference. 
 
Whose job is it to support development of these subject collections?  Are they really a long term 
solution to finding information?  The strength of these collections is they are access points to the 
invisible web and higher quality sources.  While he believes that IPL, etc., may be useful for 
asynchronous reference, we do not yet know what type of collection/tools are 
best for synchronous reference.    These first generation collections are 
based on the familiar print model but new models may be needed.  We need to be thinking about 
what will support the next generation of chat reference and developing projects like the 24/7 
Reference pathfinders to support the synchronous reference operation.   Perhaps what will 
happen is that for synchronous online reference, collections of people (experts, organizations, 
referrals, etc.) will be as valuable as or more valuable than collections of materials. 
 
The content for this article came from notes by Amy Tracy Wells.  The speaker notes and links to 
the collections/services mentioned during the program will be posted to the MARS web site.  
Natalie McDonough served as the program moderator. 
 
The MARS Conference Program Committee 2004: 
Alesia McManus (Committee Chair) 
Marty Courtois 
Natalie McDonough 
Amy Tracy Wells 
George Porter, MARS Chair 2003-04 (ex-officio) 
 
Alesia McManus 



amcmanus @binghamton.edu 
 
=================================================== 
 
MARS Public Libraries Committee Report 
 
Members present: 
Charles Jones (Chair) Catherine Adams, Cathy Lu, Elisabeth Ross, Naomi Lederer (liaison) 
Rosemary Meszaros (liaison). 
Absent: Rachel Baum, Mary Louise Daneri  
 
We briefly discussed our 2003 program,“The Fading Line Between Academic & Public Libraries: 
Are Electronic Reference Services Supporting Academic Communities?” The committee 
discussed how academic and public libraries are merging with respect to the patrons. Online 
sources seem to be the best places to find the answers. We heard that students who need 
assistance in searching the Internet for the best answers are not coming to the college librarian 
for assistance.  They feel more relaxed with a public librarian. Distance learning has helped unite 
the two types of libraries since there are still people who cannot afford to have their own 
computers and/or cannot afford Internet connections. 
 
Our main goal at this meeting was to go over the survey that we plan to distribute at Midwinter. 
Our survey tentatively is titled “Paper or Plastic? Which Sources do Public Librarians go to for 
Assistance?” The committee agreed to work on the survey and during the next few months we will 
be putting the final version of the survey together.  Hopefully at Midwinter we can hand out the 
surveys in person and retrieve them at the same time. We will tell participants that this survey is 
in preparation for a future committee program.   
 
We will also look for new members at this conference and at our respective libraries to see if 
anyone is interested in joining our committee. We will remind them that they must be members of 
both ALA and RUSA in order to be eligible. Our selling point is that we have plenty of room 
available for people to join us. 
 
Also our committee agreed to include “virtual” members on our committee. We realized that many 
public librarians have problems attending both Midwinter and Annual Conference due to the 
expense of travel. We believe that by joining us as “virtual” members they can help us with our 
committee assignments. Hopefully they will in the future travel to a conference and see ALA and 
RUSA in action.  
 
Cathy Lu will be the incoming Chair for our committee. 
 

Charles Jones 

cedjones @worldnet.att.net 

=================================================== 
 
The Virtual Reference Discussion Group (VRDG) had a very successful gathering once  
again, as over 80 people convened to talk in small groups about assessing  
their virtual reference markets. Conversation at each table was lively,  
with groups of public, academic, and mixed collaborations talking about their own situations, led 
by dynamic  
facilitators.  Notes from the discussion will be available at the VRDG web  
site, and will be announced on various listservs. Join us in Boston for the  
next discussion! 



 
Lisa Horowitz, outgoing Co-Chair, VRDG 
lisah @MIT.EDU 
 
=================================================== 
 
From the MARSBEST Free Reference Websites Committee: 
  
Look for the 6th Annual RUSA/MARS Best Free Reference Websites list to be posted on the 
MARS webpage and also in the Fall issue of RUSQ.  If you are interested in joining this 
committee, please fill out the volunteer form! 
  
Lori Morse and Carolyn Larson, Co-Chairs 
 
=================================================== 
 
From the MARS Task-Force for Fee-Based Web Sites 
  
The Task Force is charged with determining if it is feasible to have a MARSBEST Fee-Based list 
similar to the MARSBEST Free Best Reference Web Sites List.  We will be sending a short 
questionnaire to various listservs, but in the meantime, if you think this is viable, know of any 
other such list, or would like to share your thoughts, please contact the Task Force Chair at 
lmorse @hslc.org. 
  
Lori Morse, Chair 
lmorse @hslc.org 
 
 To subscribe to MARS-L, send the following to listproc @ala.org: 
 
subscribe MARS-L Firstname Lastname 
 
 

  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


