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Cumulative Reflection 

 When I first heard about the IPL reference assignments, I was very excited about the prospect of 

answering actual questions from actual patrons, rather than role-playing or experiencing reference solely 

from the other side, as the patron ourselves.  When the assignments were introduced, I thought it was an 

excellent idea to use this service as a training ground for library school students learning about reference 

services.  After answering six IPL questions, I still believe that this experience was a good idea as a class 

assignment.  I had a good experience providing service (for the most part), but must say that the reported 

experiences of my friends, family, and fellow students as patrons using the IPL reference service have 

been less than fully positive.  While this is a great tool for education of library school students, it may not 

be quite as successful for the end users.   

 The questions that I ended up answering provided me with practice in researching sources for 

many different fields, and also gave me real experience in how doing reference makes me feel.  I 

discovered that I tend to worry about whether I answered a question well enough, or in the right way, long 

after the exchange is over.  I even found myself going on and working further on questions well after I 

had sent the answer off, because I felt like I hadn’t had the time to do everything I wanted to within the 

24-hour time-frame.  I’m not sure what purpose this tendency of mine will serve, but at least I learned 

more about the way that I work and obsess about things.  I guess the next time a patron asks those 

particular questions, I will be prepared!  Of course, even if this is the thought running through my mind, 

the chance that anyone will ask these questions again is pretty remote (unless it turns out the question was 

for a particular class that will be taught again and again).  Certainly the variety of questions that came into 

the IPL system left little room for complaint – there was something for everyone, and plenty of challenge 

as well.   



 As a class, we discussed many issues with the IPL service.  By far, the most common complaint I 

heard from the other students was that it was extremely difficult or in fact practically impossible to ask 

follow-up questions.  This is one gripe with which I must admit I never really sympathized (at least 

during this quarter).  I felt that part of the beauty of the asynchronous email system was exactly that: there 

was no realistic possibility for follow-ups, so I simply had to do the best I could with what was provided.  

All I had to work with was what was contained in that little box of badly punctuated and poorly spelled 

text.  Of course, this left me plenty of room for obsessing after the fact about other possible interpretations 

or sources, but I’m not sure that was a negative aspect.  Other students reported that chat was so much 

better or more natural, because there was more interaction.  My one experience as a chat user for 

assignment two, however, was far from being positive.  I certainly didn’t feel like the interaction (such as 

it was) made it possible to easily clarify my question, or measurably improve the response that it received.  

Interacting in that manner was extremely clunky for me, and there was a noticeable disconnect in 

communication, partly due to the rushed nature of the interaction.  The funny thing was that the full chat 

interaction, which took about 17 minutes, felt like it was much shorter, and much less got accomplished 

than would have been the case in half the time during a face-to-face interaction.  Perhaps this is largely 

due to my inexperience with the medium, but I truly enjoyed making the most of the asynchronous 

questions that I answered through the IPL.  I wonder if this is partly due to the fact that most of my 

research experience is with historical archives, and especially in texts where there is simply no possibility 

of asking any questions of the authors (who are long dead).  My skills are skewed towards interpreting 

such evidence without direct human interaction, and I enjoy that sort of research very much (and obsess 

about it in exactly the same way, come to think of it).  Hmmm… 

 The type of reference interaction that I really would like more experience with from the 

librarian’s side is face-to-face reference.  This is the aspect which is really missing from the class - I kept 

wishing that there was a way for us to shadow reference librarians for an hour, or a day.  Even if we 

didn’t get to answer questions ourselves, I would have really benefitted from some time actually behind a 

reference desk with an experienced reference librarian.  I understand that this would have been difficult to 



engineer for all members of such a large class, but maybe it could be offered as an option for those who 

could set it up themselves.  Perhaps in the future this could be offered as an option for one of the 

reference assignments, or to replace one of the IPL questions.  It would make a nice addition to the class.   

 As far as what I have learned about the digital reference experience overall, I still feel that 

nothing is better for real in-depth reference than the in-person interaction.  Nothing can truly replace or 

replicate the amount of data transfer and interactivity that is possible in person, and dealing with all these 

new digital systems is an exercise in making the best of limited possibilities.   

Email reference was, of course, the main format we had experience with this quarter through the 

IPL.  While I certainly appreciated the IPL’s asynchronous email system for the strong possibilities it 

offered for long, detailed, and (ideally) complete answers written up with some time to think about them, 

this is not by any means a new feature that is unavailable in face-to-face interactions.  Of course, email 

interactions, not in theory but in actuality, lack the ability to really go back and forth with a patron to 

specify a research question accurately.  What I mean by that is that while people could sit there and email 

questions back and forth in order to determine what a patron really needs to know, my experience with 

the IPL and other email reference services has shown me that this really doesn’t happen.  In actuality, the 

email reference service is what the IPL training assumes it will be: a one-shot deal.  Obviously, this form 

of reference is a fully viable format in the digital world – but I wouldn’t like it to become the dominant 

form of reference service overall.  It works very well for situations where face-to-face interaction is 

impossible or inconvenient, and it works particularly well for well defined, fairly involved research 

questions which benefit from extended time for research on the part of the librarian.  Also, a real in-depth 

in-person research question can easily and naturally lead to an email follow-up, and it probably offers 

better chances to get the question specified than the email reference system does on its own.  Both the 

email and the chat systems are sadly clunky and limited, but I much prefer the numerous advantages of 

email-based reference over the telegraphic, rushed and pressured chat systems.   

My opinion of chat reference is very low, of course (as you may have picked up on by now).  

Partly this is due to my own admitted lack of skill and practice, but I really believe that the cultural 



baggage surrounding chat and texting contributes to the rushed, pressured, and multi-tasked nature of 

these interactions.  I hate what I can only describe as the ‘feeling’ around chat – that questions are thrown 

out there, and from the perspective of the librarian, there is no way to gauge the patron’s patience, 

attention, interest, or anything else, especially since the responses are normally so short and limited (much 

more so even than in email reference).  There is just very little to go by, and the pressure is on.  I find it 

impossible from the patron side to get across what I need in the time frame that the librarian seems to 

expect, and I am constantly having to revise my text as the librarian throws responses back at me faster 

than I can type, feeling the pressure themselves to ‘be helpful’ (this is especially bad in my case since I 

never learned to touch-type, and am unwilling to write in anything less than correctly punctuated, spelled 

and complete sentences).  I find it to be the worst of all possible worlds, since there is all the pressure of 

an in-person interaction to respond immediately on the spot, and quickly (even more so, since it is 

universally perceived as a ‘fast’ medium), with such a ridiculous bottleneck that very little information 

can actually be passed between the participants, even if the exchange lasts quite a while.  I also couldn’t 

stand trying to interact with someone who may be paying little to no attention, as multi-tasking chatters 

frequently do (on both sides of the interaction, since librarians frequently keep multiple chats going at 

once), especially if I would have no way to tell what they are doing at the other end.  Besides which chat 

teaches (or at the very least reinforces) an incorrect, clipped, telegraphic and frankly silly version of the 

English language.  I’m sure this all sounds bitter and horrible, but it’s hard to avoid the way this particular 

technology makes me feel.  I just hate the way that technology like chat, cell phones, and texting makes 

everyone feel like they should be doing things faster and faster, all the time, and overlapping tasks rather 

than focusing on things one at a time.  If the reference question was truly important to the patron and the 

librarian, why would they choose this limiting system to answer it?   

I guess what I fear, with all of this focus on technologically intermediated reference, is that the 

sort of reference that is conducted through chat and other similar systems is becoming the expected 

standard for all reference requests.  It certainly seems like people are less and less willing to go to specific 

places to do specific things, and libraries are desperately trying to ‘keep up’ technologically with popular 



trends in fear of becoming obsolete.  This continual forced reinvention may be important for remaining 

‘relevant’ (or at least visible) in modern culture, but I really question what it does to the nature and the 

content of these interactions.  I don’t want the library to be associated primarily with chat reference, or 

other technological modes that I consider inferior, because I would rather the library was associated with 

higher-quality content and responses.  I feel that these rushed systems that provide less-than-ideal 

responses are counter-productive if what library planners are truly seeking is continued and durable social 

relevance (and not just higher visibility to improve chances of funding in the short term).  Is it really 

enough to just ‘get librarians out there’ in the new mediums?  It may provide a certain visibility, and 

provide more contact points for the institution, but I wonder what satisfaction surveys would show about 

these services.  Related to that, I also would then even question the results of these surveys, since I feel 

that people have been trained into expecting less from chat and email services than other types of 

interactions, simply because they have experienced only these sorts of results in the past.  People have 

been forced to lower their standards for what constitutes a successful outcome in many technologically 

mediated interactions, ranging from automated phone-based help services, web-based tech support, etc., 

and libraries are no exception to this trend.  I would prefer that libraries surprise their patrons with better-

than-expected, quality interactions, and believe that this is unlikely to happen over chat.  I’m not saying 

that all technological solutions are bad – just that chasing technological trends because they are popular is 

not an appropriate method for libraries to ensure quality service.  The focus needs to remain on the quality 

of reference, and libraries need to look closely at new options to make sure they are an appropriate fit - 

with their institution’s long-term goals in mind.   

I find myself asking the question, “what are libraries good at, and what do I think they should 

become?  What, essentially, would I like my work to look like in libraries for the next twenty-odd years?”  

Essentially, I think that the libraries I would like to end up in are ones whose forte is aligned with my 

own: in-depth research and offering the sources for the public to perform this research.  I feel that this 

essential mission is not well served by (or easily delivered through) chat or texting technology (or the 



future equivalents).  Email and asynchronous reference is a far better fit for the services I enjoy, and 

which I feel are most important for libraries’ image as they move into the future.   

Now that my rant about the future of technology in library reference is out of the way, my final 

issue to discuss is the contrast between my experience with the IPL as a volunteer, and the experience of 

my friends, family, and fellow students when they asked questions as patrons.  I feel that I learned a lot 

from my experience, and certainly feel that most of my answers constituted good and helpful responses.  

However, my wife submitted three questions, and received back only two answers, both of which were 

very unhelpful.  A friend who is a professor at the UW submitted two questions, and said that while one 

answer was well done and provided some useful resources, the other totally missed the mark and only 

gave the results of a Google search.  Fellow students who tested the service reported similar results, and 

mostly were disappointed with the responses they received.  This makes me wonder if the IPL is truly a 

success as both a training ground, and as a service for the public.  I wish there was more possibility for 

real, direct feedback from the users built in – even a simple survey administered when they receive the 

answer to their question would be extremely helpful, and might allow the librarians-in-training a better 

chance to improve their responses accordingly.  Getting feedback from the IPL staff is all well and good, 

but what really counts, and what would really offer learning opportunities, is feedback from the patrons 

whose questions are being addressed.   

With this caveat, I do feel that my time volunteering for the IPL during this quarter has been a 

success, and I would recommend it as an assignment for future classes as well.  I do hope that we have 

more opportunity as a class to discuss some of these issues, because I wonder if others have some of the 

same worries.  Even if they don’t, I’d love to hear more about what other people think.   


