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On October 4, 2005, I stopped by our local library (Fremont Main Public Library) and went upstairs to the Reference Desk.  I asked one of the reference librarians if they had any information on Renter’s Rights in Fremont. She had just finished eating something, was wiping her hands on a napkin, and smelled like Wrigley’s mint gum. She was an older, motherly-type librarian, exuding efficiency and propriety with ease (Personal Interview, Oct 4, 2005, Fremont, CA). Almost before my question was finished she had turned away from me – walking four feet down the rows of shelves behind her, and returned immediately with five over-sized texts.  Three dealt directly with California law and tenant rights, the other two were books dealing with landlord rights and responsibilities. She was a “neutral resource, yet appear[ed] sympathetic and understanding” (Bopp, 2001, pg 295).

She did not believe there were any items specific to Fremont, California, but knew Fremont would fall under the California regulations and guidelines for rental properties.  These were reference shelf copies, so I could borrow them from the desk and use them on-site. I asked her if there were any organizations or local agencies that provided support for tenant disputes. She did not know of any – but referenced Berkeley and Oakland as cities that had rental boards. She also looked up the reference books to see if they were available for checkout. They had copies of all of the books on the checkout shelves, but they were dated 2002 (instead of 2005).

She suggested I stop by on the fourth Thursday of any month for their Lawyer in the Library event.  From six to eight in the evening on the fourth Thursday of each month, one or two lawyers are available to assist patrons with legal questions and advice. She suggested I show up between five and five-thirty to put my name in the jar, to be drawn if there were more people than could be assisted in the two-hour time frame.

I asked if there were any websites that offered information, and told her I’d found an article about an agency that helps people residing in a number of local towns (Fremont included). She did not know of it and did not log onto the Internet. I thanked her for her help.

While the librarian was helpful, I walked away with little more than I had before. I had gained the knowledge that our local library did indeed have a text that could assist me (a veritable tome that could NOT be read in one sitting and could not be checked out). The additional information of the Lawyers in the Library night was wonderful. The Reference librarian was pleasant, helpful and seemed to sympathize that I needed to find such information. She did not ask any reference-interview type questions, nor ask if I was satisfied.  This is the third or fourth time I have been at the reference desk, and not had staff look up Internet resources as part of their approach. RUSA states that “in order to have a successful reference transaction, patrons must be able to identify that a reference librarian is available to provide assistance and also must feel comfortable in going to that person for help.” (RUSA) While comfortable with her demeanor, I was not confident in her lack of web skills (or unwillingness to use them). 

Later that day, I logged onto the Alameda County Library homepage (www.aclibrary.org) to enter the Ask a Librarian section. The main page was replete with information about the use of the Live Chat and warnings about clicking links while “live” with a librarian (this might bounce you out of the chat session). After reviewing how to use the live chat, I entered my question: I’m looking for information regarding renter’s rights in Fremont, California.  Within ten seconds, a librarian was on-line with me telling me he/she was reading my question. After a short period of time, he/she came back and said: 

Librarian: Can you tell me what sources you&apos;ve already looked at, so I don&apos;t duplicate your search? (sic)

I spoke of my visit to the local library and the google search I’d done a few days ago finding an article that mentioned a local agency that helped those in dispute.  Her initial question of me was indicative of Dervin’s approach to neutral questioning, where the question was “open in form, avoid[ed] premature diagnosis of the problem, and structure[d] the interview along dimensions important to the users.” (Dervin)


After about three minutes of wait time on my end, a message popped up that he/she was still searching for information and my patience was appreciated. Within five minutes, the librarian was back, providing web pages and links to California and on-line legal service agencies that provided support for tenant disputes (AskLive Interview, Oct 4, 2005, San Bernadino Reference Services). I was amazed at the breadth of resources provided, a strong indication that the Chat Librarian knew “the structure of online directories,” and was creative. As Bopp indicates, “creativity on the part of the librarian is required.” (Bopp, 2001, pg 352).


The AskLive Service is a consortium, with different libraries taking different hours or days or weeks to serve the consortium. As Bopp indicates, “Reference librarians are becoming more proactive no only in the way they deliver services but also in the services they provide.” (Bopp, 2005, pg 274). The AskLive services are a prime example of this. The web pages appeared to the left of our chat window – and as they popped up, the librarian explained the search strategies used to locate them – both in google and within the California State pages. He/She recommended I review the sites for the information I needed, and also recommended a few other ways to search within the state sites so I could find more specific information. Within ten minutes of my initial question, I was finished – loaded with a plethora of sites and information to review. The quickness of the interaction surprised me. According to Taylor, “more information must be communicated in less time. This requires both direction and structure on the part of the information specialist.” The Chat Librarian did this well. Toward the end of the communication, I asked a couple of technical questions (would the link he/she was sending be included in the e-mail of the chat transcript?), and then she asked: Anything else? To which I replied: no, let me review what I have first!  She ended the conversation by wishing me well and hoping I could resolve the situation, closing with an offer for more assistance as the reference interview should be closed.


Overall, I was much more comfortable in the chat environment. I received more materials I could use right away – and at my leisure – than I did in the face-to-face conversation at the public library. This, however, is my style, and one I think the users of library services are moving towards. As people grow up with more technology on-hand, there will be a greater comfort level with on-line chat services and less comfort with the face-to-face medium. The chat medium is my communication tool of choice, surpassing my willingness to phone or meet people in person, especially for assistance on any computer-related items. I also appreciated that the chat librarian followed a few steps of the reference interview (how will this help you/what do you need this for, do you need anything else) while the face-to-face librarian asked no questions, but rather provided information she believed I needed. The Chat librarian understood that “variations in indexing and retrieval decisions will have real impacts on the search results” (Bopp, 2001, 141), as indicated by his/her ability to provide me with numerous and pertinent results as a result of the search strategies employed.

The two different mediums provided me with two very different types of sources: print vs. web. As I am more comfortable in the computer-medium, the web sources are more suited to what I use. This cannot be said for all users, however, and I am led to believe, from my own interaction and computer-user-friendliness, that those who are less skilled in the electronic mediums would get much more from face-to-face interactions with the local librarians. In a few years, however, as more and more of the population becomes comfortable and competent in the computer-medium, there will be less of a need for “real-life” librarians, and more of a need for the live chat services that are beginning to be offered.


It was clear that the on-line librarian was better able to “work with the new pedagogies”, a required skill according to Hisle, who also states that “reference librarians will make digital-services support one of the core activities of their profession.” As more and more users of libraries and reference services become more comfortable with the online chat format, there will be less and less of the human interaction at a physical space.
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