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The Fremont Main Library is a large building with vaunted ceilings and open spaces. Numerous windows provide natural light and increase the feeling of vastness. This serves many of the students from the high school where I work. On September 8th, I approached the Information Desk that is centrally located (after the entrance and check-out area) with a large Information sign above it. Two people were present and I approached the desk with my assignment in hand, and presented my request.

The ladies called their supervisor; shortly thereafter, I met Sallie Pine and we retreated to her office to discuss my request. Sallie Pine was formerly a second-level reference librarian for some of the Bay Area Consortiums (BALIS – Alameda, SVLS – Silicon Valley, and PLS – Peninsula) and was working out of the new King Library. As the reference trend of “fewer questions and more difficult ones” (S. Pine, Personal Communication, 09, 2005) continued, the consortiums merged again and the second-level reference desk was moved to NBCLS – the North Bay Consortium out of Santa Rosa. This supported some of the points made by Lipow: “as Internet use in a community goes up, a growing number of libraries are noticing a decline in circulation and use of its reference service” (1999).

Our fascinating meeting lasted almost an hour, during which time we discussed cooperation and collaboration to better serve the needs of the students who came to our libraries, and some of the resources on the Alameda County Library website available to assist students, one of which was the Student Resource Center. I had no idea that a page had been created geared specifically to high school students and their needs. At the end of this meeting, I had an appointment to view the Reference Desk on Monday, September 12, 2005.

On Monday, I entered the library again, and asked for Sallie at the Returns Desk. She ushered me up the central staircase to the second floor, walked me through the Internet and Catalog carousels that house (roughly) 30 computers – mostly full – and introduced me to the two people at the desk directly in front of me.  A large Reference sign hung above the circular desk, and Jackie Beth and Gary Morrison appeared pleased to meet me and were friendly. This supported Westbrook and DeDecker’s belief in the principles of library service – that they are based on the assumption that "users feel sufficiently comfortable and welcome in the library to approach the staff and take advantage of their services” (Atlas, 2005).

In between the numerous ready-reference questions of the next hour, the slightly extended research questions, and the interruptions of library staff with their own sets of questions, I gained a sense of the services provided by this desk and the people who staffed it. A lot of centered on technology-use related questions, supporting Green’s idea that persons who use a popular library for purposes of investigation generally need a great deal of assistance (1876). Neither Jackie nor Gary wore any distinctive clothing, however, their presence directly below the Reference sign was a clear indication of their station. At one point or another, over the course of the hour, one of them might be out-and-about, assisting a patron with a computer issue (unable to logon) or finding a specific book not located on the ready reference shelves that lined the circular desk, or assisting a patron with adding money to the “Print” card so they could print computer pages.

In addition to these types of questions, there were many more:

· Where’s the restroom

· Do you have the DMV Driver’s Test?

· Can you meet tomorrow at 1 pm? (staff-question)

· How do you make copies?

· I just got my library card and need to logon to the computer

· I left my library card at home – do you have my account number?

· I need everything you have on child custody (flustered patron)

The questions were all over the map – and while a majority of them were ready-reference questions, a number needed more individualized assistance and I was able to see the Reference Interview in action. “The importance of the Reference Interview cannot be stressed enough” (S. Pine, Personal Communication, 09, 2005). This was clear from the last example of questions asked. Pine’s statement is also backed up by Taylor, who stated that “without doubt, the negotiation of reference questions is one of the most complex acts of human communication” (Taylor, 1968). 

Jackie assisted the flustered patron first by providing a book off of the shelf “Child Custody” which included forms for legal filings and all other manner of information. The woman, as questions were asked, began to share more of the story: the husband, after accepting a non-legal custody agreement for a period of time, had hired an attorney and filed legal custody papers recently. The patron was more interested in the laws concerning child custody (i.e.: if he breaks one of the custody laws, what remedies and actions were available to her). Jackie left with the patron to a section of the library where more information was available on the issue. The reference interview I witnessed was clearly indicative of the constructivist-type model Dervin recommends: “in a successful reference interview…the librarian tried to find out the situation behind the query and the intended uses of the information” (Dervin, 1986).

In between patrons’ and staff questions, Gary and I talked a little about the resources available on-line. I noticed, when the flustered patron approached, that no reference was made to websites or local service agencies and asked Gary about it. He responded that they didn’t have a specific page of that information, but used LII (Librarians Index on the Internet – www.lii.org) quite a bit when assisting patrons.  He also used it when assisting students with homework or assignment questions. “It’s a big help when they bring their assignment,” Gary said (G. Morrison, Personal Communication, 09, 2005). He recounted an instance where a student asked for “information on China” and after spending some time pulling up reference materials and indicating various sources available, the student was still not satisfied and dug out the actual assignment from the teacher. This re-focused the direction of the search for information.

When Jackie was back from assisting the patron with custody issues, she spent her time with a small stack of books – new or updated copies of reference materials for the ready-reference shelf. She first stated that she “knew it was a clerical or clerk task” but that doing it provided her with 1) the knowledge that these knew texts were in and 2) the ability to decide if the previous years’ volumes would go into circulation or a branch library that might be in more need of having this year-old volume (J. Beth, Personal Communication, 09, 2005). 

Gary, in between working with patrons, would work on the Event Calendar page, or continue to work on the student pages (he had recently updated the Anime page in the Teen section of the website, going from 2 links to well over 40). Both of them felt that the majority of their time, when responding to student patron requests, was spent teaching research skills. I was amazed at the number of student-specific/assignment-specific sites available on the website, most of which I had never seen (and I’d looked!). I’d commented that the Student Resource Center, a fantastic page for high school students studying a variety of topics, was difficult to locate. Gary was continuing to work on the accessibility of the numerous and various pages available to the patrons, something Bopp felt important: Libraries and producers of information sources try to make access to the information they contain “user-friendly,” that is, capable of being used independently by those who need information (Bopp, 2001, Chptr. 1). These pathfinders, and a number of single page assistance sheets, were readily available to the patrons.

Over the course of an hour, there were approximately twenty ready-reference questions, three more in-depth reference questions, three staff-directed questions, four phone calls, and a number of “book returns for ID” (reference books coming back to the shelf from patrons who had requested them). I did not see any chat/e-mail service. About a quarter of the ready-reference questions were computer-problem related. The library boasted an IT staff for any problems that could not be resolved by “resetting” the computer.

The Reference Services at the Fremont Main Library are easy to locate, well-staffed, professionally presented, and offer a wide-range of solutions to information needs. I was amazed that the range of reference questions was all over the map, and at how adroit both Jackie and Gary were at finding answers to them. Upon leaving, my only disquiet with the services was the inability to find information quickly within the library’s website – something the staff are aware of and taking steps to remedy. 
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