Meeting Notes - RSS Reference Services in Public Libraries Discussion Group – ALA Midwinter 2009 (27 guests, plus chair)
What are hot topics in reference?

Palinet is putting together a regional conference and is curious to know what topics are of interest to public libraries, so as to have a well rounded set of speakers at the conference.


-Economic Gardening

-Since training and travel budgets at libraries nationwide have been cut, what about having one free session to attract people who might not be able to afford the entire conference.

-Small business centers within libraries

IM Reference – who is using this and how is it working?
-Collaborative desk model: all types of libraries can log into a shared service
-Local desk model: one desk/library services their local community only
-At one library IM service is provided 9am-10pm by the staff member working the reference desk.
-Chicago Public Library doesn’t have it yet but they’ve heard people like Meebo.  Embed a Meebo widget right into the catalog so the patron can immediately ask their question via IM.
-Should IM be open to circ questions as well as reference questions?
-Jacksonville, FL, Public Library provides IM and email services and answers circ questions since staff is connected to the staff mode of the circulation system.
-Does anyone have experience with federal regulations on their computers because they are part of city or county government?  Only one or two libraries have this situation, and they haven’t figured out how to get around those regulations.
With the current economic climate, are libraries making reductions to their reference collections?
-How do you get information about the electronic resources out to the public?  Especially when libraries have so many databases librarians can’t even remember them all, much less the patrons.
-Long Island Public is reducing their reference collection by buying comparable items in electronic format.  Their reference librarians spend a lot of time out in the community, promoting their resources.
-Outreach is essential.  Provide classes for patrons on how to use print and electronic resources.  Bring kids from school into the library for classes.  Take genealogy classes to senior resource centers.
-Yes, several libraries have had their materials budget reduced, including their reference materials budget.
How do you get patrons into the library in the sense of library as third place?
-Wii programs; family game night; employ a family services librarian.
-Chamber of commerce meetings are held monthly at the library.

-The local senior group meets once a week at the library.
-One library even employs a social worker on staff.-How do you handle homeless people, or teenagers using the library as “third place?”  Suggestions include providing programming aimed specifically toward those groups, and having ready alternatives to suggest (shelters, Boys & Girls Clubs, etc)
-Wash DC has book discussion groups, film nights, and job search help.

How many libraries are experiencing a hiring freeze?

-About on third of the libraries present at the meeting are experiencing a hiring freeze.
-One library was instructed by the City Council as to which line items had to be cut.
-How do you reverse the perception that libraries don’t do reference any longer?  How do you inform your city council that libraries are still valuable?

-Materials budgets are being cut; putting more materials online.

-One library created a new area for job search information; they are trying to meet basic and pressing needs of patrons.

-Some directors don’t want to cut services or staff, whereas some think the public should “feel the pain.”

-Review your standing orders for areas to cut.

-Chicago Public eliminated free printing.

-Tax forms, charge or not?  Most charge.

-Ft Wayne doesn’t charge children for printouts.
-Can print resources (esp magazines) be cut to save money and use online resources instead?  Yes, in some cases, especially for research resources and journals.  No, in other cases, because not having the print materials puts too much pressure on already limited number of available computers.  For rural libraries this is not an option because the community doesn’t have broadband access.

-DPL was allowed to decide how to meet budget needs, and will have rolling closures during 2009 as their building are being renovated; staff will be redirected to other locations, but hopefully nobody will be laid off.  San Jose Public Library has had success following a similar model.

Who is advocating for your library?

-Library Board, Foundation, Friends.

-Use outreach to build relationships; need to show people how the library can be valuable to them.

-Library funders may not be your library users; see OCLC report “From Awareness to Funding.”

Patron Access to materials?

-Are different branches funded differently due to their location?

-Chicago Public Library has a main and many local branches and instituted patron holds to help balance access among the location.  But no, there are no discrepancies due to location, just due to the size of the branch.

-Some communities tax themselves differently (more), and thus have better resources than less affluent communities.

-Ebooks can help with access, but content of ebooks is still behind the curve.

-Floating collections might be a solution for some libraries, to ensure good distribution of the collection among branches.
-Washington DC has a bank of 15 minute computers to help patrons have quick and easy access to computers (no library card needed).

With Budget Cuts, what are your priorities for collection development?

-Media (movies, music) are always popular.  Top 40 CDs, but concerns about theft might inhibit purchase.
-Try to meet the needs expressed by our patrons (music, movies, popular fiction), and still maintain a well rounded collection.
-Rural library needs more bilingual materials; that’s what their patrons want.

Digital Divide within own staff?

-Some older staff seems reluctant to use electronic resources.
-23 Things training works well for getting staff on board.

-Use tech training online so that staff doesn’t have to travel.

-Ask vendors to come to the library for training staff.

-All staff day can be used for training.

What kind of rules to you have regarding patron behavior?
-Some libraries have security guards; restricted access to different parts of the library; limits on amount of baggage allowed into the library; behavior guidelines such as no sleeping allowed; developed good relationships with local law enforcement.

-For more suggestions on how to deal with issues related to homeless people in libraries, ALA has recommendations regarding service to the homeless/hungry. (see the ALA website)
-Person in Charge Training; Disturbance Policy; incident and accident tracking mechanisms.

-Library management needs to train and empower staff to deal with difficult situations.

-Documenting situations is vital to addressing ongoing problems.

How far do you go with helping people with their technology needs?

-Used to have computer reference assistance; staff (volunteers) dedicated to help with tech questions.

-Staff wants to learn more so they can be more helpful with patrons.

-“Book a Librarian” where patrons can book a session with a librarian.

-Help a patron get to a website, but won’t help them do the process (i.e. fill out a job application, etc)

-Chicago Public Library has Cyber Navigator program, where a 20 hour staff person helps patrons and teaches classes. The Cyber Navigator is in college or has a bachelor’s degree, and is fluent in customer service skills.
-A rural Virginia library has started a teen volunteer program whereby they can provide basic computer help for patrons.

