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Margaret Van Patten is the head reference librarian at Baldwinsville Public Library in 

Baldwinsville, N.Y. She received her MLS at Syracuse University in the 1970s, and she does not 

have a subject specialization. Located in a suburb of Syracuse, Meg said Bville Library serves its 

growing community, and it underwent a large renovation in 1995. One interesting thing I noticed 

about the library was that it had two reference desks: one for adults and one for children. 

Professional staff at the library includes a director, reference librarian, children’s librarian, 

young-adult librarian and programming librarian. The library also provides more than reference 

services; from hosting book clubs and art galleries to holding community meetings and lectures 

and having computer and study spaces, Bville Library has numerous services for members. 

First of all, there is no set individual responsible for staffing the reference desk, and the 

staffing of the desk is done in shifts by a number of people. The director of the library, the 

reference librarian, the children’s librarian, programming librarian, young-adult librarian, entry-

level, part-time employees and substitutes supervise the desk and handle questions members 

have. People do not need to have an MLS, but basic training, such as how to conduct a reference 

interview and service training, is needed for the reference desk. Also, users seen at the reference 

desk include parents, children, young adults, teachers, adults and senior citizens. In the past, Meg 

noted that the primary users were students and women, but as the library grew and provided 

more resources, the diversity of its users increased, as well. Today, a large number of users are 

students because the schools are within walking distance to the library, and they ask for help 

with assignments and request book recommendations.  

Next, the reference questions asked can anything and everything. Questions that are most 

common regard reader advisories, legal or health issues, food-related questions about glutton 

products, hobbies, arts and crafts, antiques, lesson plans for teachers and local history inquires. 

Some sample questions include: 

1. Do you have any current information about diabetes? 

2. What can you tell me about space? 

3. Is there any information about Jupiter? 

4. What are some book series similar to Twilight? 

The library also provides in-person service, phone, e-mail, fax, instant message and text. The 

most common services used by users are in-person and e-mail. The least common service used is 

fax. Bville recently included texting to its services, and is still evaluating how effective it will be. 

Bville is following a study that shows text messaging was not frequently used in one library. The 

library only received five or six inquiries a month, and when asked why they did not utilize this 

service, users claimed they didn’t want to waste text-message minutes. In a different library 

study, this text-message service was frequently used. Meg said it depends on the personality of 

the Bville community to determine whether this service will be used or not in the future. Lastly, 

the library is a part of a 24/7 reference service that allow members to ask questions when Bville 

Library is not open to the public.  

Unlike some libraries, there are no time restrictions for answers and research to a 

question. Each user has as much time as he or she needs to obtain the needed information. 

Complete answers are given to each user; no interview is left half-done. However, in most 

occurrences, only one user can be helped at a time since there is only one staff member at the 



reference desk. Additionally, surveys and user feedback help the library access its services. 

These methods are quick and simple, and no formal accessions are utilized for the library.  

Besides accessing service, promotion for reference service also happens at the library. Meg said 

the chief way the library promotes its reference services is through its website. Posted there are 

hours the reference desk is open to the public, as well as different ways to ask a question. Also, 

when the library is part of an outside event in the community, it provides bookmarks that display 

library hours and what methods are available to ask reference questions.  

Meg has been working in the library and information science field since the 1970s, and 

there have been various trends she has witnessed in regard to reference service. Back then, she 

said the library had no computers, e-mail or online databases. Everything was done by telephone 

and in-person. Eventually, Meg said she sees services moving toward the Internet and virtual 

reference. As people become familiar with newer technology and have access to it, the more 

likely virtual reference will be used. Also, the type of questions asked has become sophisticated. 

Rather than asking “What is the largest city in New Zealand?” members will ask how to use 

InDesign or want information how to repair a flat tire. Though some questions are still simple 

today, the overall question, research and answer process has become more technical, with the 

increased use of technology and more information.   

After interviewing Meg, understanding how reference service in a public library operates 

has become clearer. At Bville Library, there are various services provided of which to ask a 

reference question, and these options show that the library is giving members options to find out 

what service works best for him or her. Also, because there are two reference-desk areas in the 

library, it is easier to provide service for children and adults. Each group will have varying levels 

of context for questions, and by having people trained to answer the two groups is more effective 

and efficient for members. It is important to remember that each member is different; therefore, 

each question and reference interview will be unique. In order to efficiently answer a member’s 

question, the reference staff should gather as much background information as possible, and 

when providing an answer, it is more beneficial to show the member how the answer was 

formulated so he or she can learn how to conduct research in the future. Overall, reference desk 

attendants should be prepared to expect the unpredictable, and no answer or member will ever be 

the same. With this attitude, it will be more effective to help members with reference questions at 

a public library.  

 


