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From the Chair 
 
Greetings – The balmy air of Denver turned back into wintry gusts at the Midwinter 
Conference.  The combined RUSA Social at Baur’s Ristorante was held at the same 
time as our usual MARS Happy Hour.  It was a crush! It was a welcome sight to see 
members of other RUSA sections at the same event. 
 
The big issue talked about at all levels of ALA, RUSA and MARS was virtual 
meetings/conferences. Financial hardships make attendance at all ALA meetings too 
difficult for many. RUSA prepared a report on Electronic Membership.  The report 
attempted to define electronic membership, as well as what currently is the practice for 
virtual members. While it did not tackle the question of a virtual midwinter conference, 
the report called for experimentation by the membership before major changes in 
policies and procedures.  
 
Our meetings were full, and I believe we made progress.  The MARS 2009 Chair’s 
Program Committee is pleased to announce that it has engaged two speakers:  

• Frances  Jacobson Harris, University Laboratory High School Librarian and 
Professor of Library Administration at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign and author of I Found It on the Internet  

• Siva Vaidhyanathan,  Associate Professor of Media Studies and Law at the 
University of Virginia and author of The Anarchist in the Library and the 
blog/book in progress, The Googlization of Everything  

 
They will speak on the topic “Who cares about privacy?  Boundaries, Millennials, and the 
MySpace Mindset.” Put Sunday morning, July 12, 10:30-12:00 noon, on your ALA 
Annual calendar, because you won’t want to miss this! 
 
Of major concern to MARS are the ongoing issues with the redesigned web page. Many 
of the older links have not been restored, while some content on the web page, such as 
committee rosters, have not been updated.  There is much work ahead of us to make 
our MARS pages accurate and viable once again. 
 
The MARS subcommittee on the Future of MARS has been meeting and considering 
recommendations made in the Continuing Education Report presented to MARS 
Executive Committee at Annual in Anaheim, as well as broader MARS’ issues of 
mission, structure and name.  The subcommittee, chaired by Marcella Stark, reports to 
Planning, and is expected to have its own final report completed at Annual in Chicago. 
 
Mary Mintz and Mary Popp have graciously volunteered to work with Pat Risenman, past 
MARS Historian, to examine the materials Pat has stored for MARS and to forward 
whatever is appropriate to the ALA archives maintained at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign. 
 



Several committees presented Discussion Forums at Midwinter.  Hot Topics, Products & 
Services, User Access to Services, and the Virtual Reference Discussion Group all held 
forums that gathered eager audiences. 
 
Susan Beck, Vice President/President-Elect of RUSA joined us to discuss topics of 
interest and to hear our comments and concerns.  She urged that all members subscribe 
to RUSA-L listserv. Susan invited all who are interested in RUSA committee 
membership to contact her. 
 
MARS and RSS held our usual joint meeting to discuss our mutual issues. Together we 
presented another successful Preconference at Annual 2008. Planning for the 2009 
Preconference is underway. Since both sections focus on the reference process, we 
make it a point to collaborate on topics of shared interest.  RSS’ focal point is frontline 
reference while MARS represents the cutting edge of technology and reference. 
 
Lots to do during the interim between conferences. I’ll be working to bring the new web 
site up to date along with co-webmasters Shannon Jones and Keshia Garnett. Carolyn 
Larson, Vice Chair/Chair-Elect is busy with the 2010 MARS Chair’s Conference Program 
Planning, appointing committee members, and working on her goals. If you are 
interested in a MARS committee appointment, please contact Carolyn at clar@loc.gov.  
 
Spring is on the way! 
 
Rosemary Meszaros 
2009 MARS Chair 
 
 
=================================================== 
 

General MARS News 
 
 
RUSA MARS/RSS Preconference Committee Update 
 
Need solutions to your reference technology, staffing, collaboration, and assessment 
challenges? You’ll find them in the interactive preconference, “Reinvented Reference V.” 
 
Reference librarians and managers of reference services interested in discovering 
solutions to challenges facing a reference services staff will reap huge rewards from this 
preconference.  Co-sponsored by the Reference Services Section (RSS) and the 
Machine-Assisted Reference Section (MARS) of the Reference and User Services 
Association (RUSA), this preconference will be held in conjunction with ALA's 2009 
Annual Conference. Attendees will be asked to select two out of four topic areas 
(Technology, Assessment, Collaboration, and Reference Staffing Models) to participate 
in roundtable discussions where workplace challenges are shared and solution 
discussed. Go home with practical, concrete ideas from our expert panel—and your 
colleagues—that you can implement at your library. 
 
Preconference speakers include Bill Pardue, virtual services librarian at Arlington 
Heights Memorial Library; Char Booth, e-learning librarian at UC Berkeley; Lisa Ennis, 



systems librarian and assistant professor, University of Alabama at Birmingham; and 
Brian Matthews, user experience librarian, Georgia Tech Libraries. 
 
The preconference will be held Friday, July 10, 2009 from 8:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. in 
Chicago, IL. Advance registration rates, available until May 22, are $195 for RUSA 
members, $240 for ALA members, $315 for non-members, and $90 for students and 
retirees.  
 
Here is a link to a blog post which covers how to register for Annual and how to register 
for preconferences: http://rusa.ala.org/blog/2009/02/13/how-to-register-for-the-2009-ala-
annual-conference-chicago-july-9-15-and-associated-events/ 
 
 
Thanks, 
Nancy 
 
Nancy A. Cunningham 
Co-Chair, MARS/RSS Preconference Planning Committee 
 
+++ 
 
RUSA MARS Virtual Reference Discussion Group Update 
 
2009 ALA Midwinter Meeting, Denver, CO 
 
Discussion topic: "Do you fidget with a widget?" 
For: All types of Virtual Reference 
 
Presenters:  
M. Kathleen Kern and David Ward from UIUC opened the session with a presentation on 
UIUC's new IM Collaborator software. Discussion of the software, its upcoming release 
and features, and instant messaging as a way of providing virtual reference followed the 
presentation. 
 
Group Discussion: 
Table discussions were as varied as the attendees! Some common themes that were 
discussed at each table (culled from table note taking sheets) were: 
 

• It’s important to decide where the chat widget will be positioned on the library 
website. Many suggested the usefulness of a widget for help on the catalog page 
or on the main home page of the library or school. One concern: What about 
“widget fatigue”? Would web site users start to ignore the widget as they have 
with banner ads in the past? 

 
• How can we handle the onslaught of heightened chat / IM traffic that the widget 

brings in? A few libraries reported heavy use of their chat widgets which, while 
terrific, was becoming a strain on staffing resources. Were library patrons coming 
into chat and leaving because they had to wait too long? Would heavy widget 
use in one library discourage other libraries from implementing a widget at all? 

 



• Some reported resistance from staff towards the chat widget. The group 
discussed the importance of staff buy-in and having all library administration on 
board before implementing a chat widget. Everyone agreed, however, that IM or 
chat reference in any form is better than students and residents never using their 
libraries at all. One also reported that chat, IM, and the widgets have fed in-
person desk traffic and consultations.  

 
• Several librarians discussed their concerns about privacy and widget use. Some 

felt as though the patron was making the choice to use the IM/widget service and 
was not concerned with privacy. However, widget transactions may be saved by 
the software provider, unbeknownst to the widget user or librarian. Libraries may 
want to post a statement informing patrons that their info may be archived. Will 
this scare them off from using the service at all? 

 
+++ 
 
User Access to Services Committee Update 
 
During the ALA 2009 Midwinter Conference, the User Access to Services Committee 
(UASC) conducted a discussion forum on how libraries are using various Web 2.0 
applications.  The forum was a culmination of the last year of work for the committee, 
which started with a survey.  The survey asked 10 questions about how libraries are 
using Web 2.0 tools, and it was sent out to academic, public, and special librarians. 
 
During the Midwinter forum, attendees sat at breakout tables and participated in 
discussions concerning 2 questions from the survey.  Each table's discussion focused 
either on (1) how learning management systems, such as BlackBoard, WebCT, and 
Sakai, can be used for library-related purposes or (2) what other programs or tools 
would those present like to explore to help extend or simplify their work.  As the forum 
concluded, the group reconvened, and a facilitator from each table summarized the 
discussion that took place at his/her table. 
 
There were copies of the survey results present for distribution, as well as a list of free 
online tutorials about various Web 2.0 applications, and a bibliography which compiled 
articles on how libraries are using Web 2.0 applications.  This information will be added 
to the UASC website 
(http://www.ala.org/ala/mgrps/divs/rusa/sections/mars/marssection/marscomm/usac.cfm)
.  The forum was well attended.  During its peak, there were approximately 70 people 
present. 
 
Dianna McKellar and Marilyn Ochoa 
Co-Chairs, User Access to Services Committee 
 
+++ 
 
MARS Election 
The slate of candidates up for election this Spring are: 
 
For Vice Chair/Chair Elect (Vote for One): 
Matthew Bejeune 
James Langan 



 
For Member-at-Large (Vote for One): 
Alex Hodges 
Shannon Jones 
 
Voting begins on March 17 and will end on April 24. Be looking for announcements and 
please vote! 
 
+++ 
 
=================================================== 
To subscribe to MARS-L, see http://lists.ala.org/wws/info/mars-l 


