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 For this assignment I set out to observe the reference desk at the Greenwood 
Public Library on Thursday, October 27, 2011.  This library is a medium-sized public 
library serving a local population of about 40,000.  Typical patrons are families, adults 
and children, as well as single adults, comprising the general public population.  There 
is a small, but growing immigrant population as well. 
 Most of the requests I observed were for computer passes.  There was one 
request for change for the printer.  Also, there were three genuine reference questions 
during the hour I observed.  One was ready reference.  Another was directional.  A third 
was technical. 
 As my observation began, one of the librarians was already engaged in walking a 
patron through the process of downloading an ebook to her Kindle.  As she talked, the 
librarian turned the screen to face the patron, and pointed out the significant steps she 
took.  She wrapped up by asking the patron if she had the computer cord necessary to 
connect the Kindle to the computer.  The librarian intended to download the book for the 
patron.  However, the patron did not have the cord with her at the time.  The librarian 
then offered the patron a flyer that listed the instructions for downloading ebooks.  She 
suggested that the patron try the download when she got back home.  Otherwise, if she 
were to bring the cord back to the library, the librarian would download the books for her 
when she returned. 
 The next question was asked via telephone.  A patron was seeking the phone 
number for Nikon customer service.  This information was found by searching through 
Google using "phone number: Nikon Tech Support" as the search term.  Using this 
search method, instead of going to the Nikon homepage, brought the librarian directly to 
the page containing the tech support phone number.  The patron further asked for the 
hours customer service was available.  The librarian was able to find that information on 
the same page as well, and offered this information to the patron.   
 Finally, a patron approached the desk seeking a book through Interlibrary Loan.  
He had been told previously that he couldn't get the book on loan until October.  The 
librarian explained that this was probably due to the fact that the book was new, and 
could not be loaned out to other libraries until it was six months old.  She checked the 
catalog and found that the library had its own copy, which was available, and offered it 
to the patron.  Because he was not ready to check out, was elderly, and the book was in 
the new book section on the lower floor, the librarian offered to retrieve the book.  The 
patron accepted and went off to find other books.  When the patron returned to the desk 
to retrieve the book, he stated that the book the librarian retrieved was not the one he 
was looking for.  The librarian explained that the title he knew the book by was actually 
the subtitle.  She showed him the book, and pointed out the title and subtitle as she 
explained.   
 I thought all the interactions I observed were handled very successfully.  The 
phone call was succinct, to the point, and provided the patron with the precise 
information s/he was seeking.  The librarian who helped the elderly patron was able to 
provide him with his material immediately, rather than having to wait for ILL.  She went 
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out of her way to fetch the book, and also cleared up his confusion about what specific 
item he was seeking.  This was the interaction I found particularly interesting.   
 The request for help with downloading ebooks might have been slightly less 
successful, as the patron did not leave the desk with her ebook.  However, the librarian 
provided as much information as she possibly could, and the patron went away with a 
clear sense of what steps to take next.  I thought the question by the elderly patron was 
particularly interesting.  The librarian was able to clear up misconceptions and provide 
him with better service than he expected.  
 During the session, I didn't observe any measures taken to ensure patron 
privacy.  There was one issue I observed that I might question in regard to ethics, 
though not on the part of library staff.  This interaction began during my volunteer shift, 
and I believe there was more interaction than I was able to observe.  It appeared to me 
that perhaps a patron was trying to obtain headphones without having to pay for them.  
However, no assumptions appeared to be made, and again, I did not witness the full 
interaction.  If the patron was trying to do so, I don't think she was successful.   
 Generally, I found the experience positive.  I learned that reference work isn't as 
intimidating as I thought it might be.  The main focus should be on resolving the patron's 
issues and sending them away happy.  I think trying to concentrate on characteristics 
like body language and listening skills would detract from the focus on problem solving.  
However, a friendly demeanor can only improve the interaction.  And targeted, leading, 
open-ended questions can be very helpful in determining what those reference 
problems are.   


