FUNDAMENTALS OF

Reference

CAROLYN M. MULAC

ALA FUNDAMENTALS SERIES




FUNDAMENTALS OF

Reference

CAROLYN M. MULAC

ALA FUNDAMENTALS SERIES

American Library Association : Chicago 2012

www.alastore.ala.org



Carolyn M. Mulac has more than thirty years’ experience in reference work. An active member
of ALAs Reference and User Services Association (RUSA), she has served on a number of
committees and chaired the Reference Books Bulletin Editorial Board, the Dartmouth Medal
Commiittee, and the Management of Reference Committee. She has reviewed reference sources
for Booklist since 1991 and contributed to the 6th and 7th editions of Reference Sources for Small
and Medium-Sized Libraries. She also reviews books on the performing arts for Library Journal
and contributes to Booklist’s Points of Reference blog. In 2008 she received the Illinois Library

Association’s Reference Services Award.

© 2012 by the American Library Association. Any claim of copyright is subject to applicable
limitations and exceptions, such as rights of fair use and library copying pursuant to Sections
107 and 108 of the U.S. Copyright Act. No copyright is claimed for content in the public
domain, such as works of the U.S. government.

Printed in the United States of America
1615141312 54321

Extensive effort has gone into ensuring the reliability of the information in this book;
however, the publisher makes no warranty, express or implied, with respect to the material
contained herein.

ISBNs: 978-0-8389-1087-0 (paper); 978-0-8389-9489-4 (PDF); 978-0-8389-9490-0 (ePub);
978-0-8389-9491-7 (Kindle). For more information on digital formats, visit the ALA Store at
alastore.ala.org and select eEditions.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Mulac, Carolyn.

Fundamentals of reference / Carolyn Mulac.

pages cm. — (ALA fundamentals series)

Includes bibliographical references and indexes.

ISBN 978-0-8389-1087-0 (pbk. : alk. paper) 1. Reference services (Libraries)—United
States. 2. Reference sources—Bibliography. 3. Internet in library reference services. 1. Title.

Z711.M82 2012

025.5'20973—dc23

2012010058

Book design by Casey Bayer in Eau Douce and Berkeley.
Cover image © photobank.ch/Shutterstock, Inc.

This paper meets the requirements of ANSI/NISO 7Z39.48-1992 (Permanence of Paper).

www.alastore.ala.org



CONTENTS

Acknowledgments ix

Introduction xi

PART 1: Reference Sources

O 00 N O Ul h W N =

ENCYCIOPEAIAS. o it
WEDSITES e

DIrECEOTIES et
Ge0graphiCal SOUMCES ..ot
Biographical SOUICES. ......oiiiiiii e
STAtiSTICAl SOUMCES oot

PART 2: Reference Services

10
11
12
13
14
15

The Reference INtervieW. ..o
Reference Service in Person ...
Telephone Reference Service. ...
Online Reference ServiCe .. ..o
Reference Service to Children and Young AdUltS .....ccoooviiiiiiiiiciins

Reference Service in Special Subjects........coiiiiiiiii

www.alastore.ala.org

55

57
61
65
69
77
83

vii



viii

Contents

16
17
18

Reference Policies

Reference Standards

Reference Evaluation

Appendix: ALA Documents

Bibliography

List of Reference Sources Discussed in Part 1

Index

www.alastore.ala.org

109
111
119
125



INTRODUCTION

EFERENCE LIBRARIANS KNOW a little about a lot of things. Our work is a

mosaic of subjects, formats, and modes of service, and we are constantly
adding pieces of information, bits of experience, and shards of knowledge.
The purpose of Fundamentals of Reference is to present an outline of the big
picture that is reference. Further reading, study, and experience will fill in the
details and create the reader’s own reference mosaic.

Fundamentals of Reference is intended as an introduction to reference
sources and services for a variety of readers, from library staff members who
are asked to work in a reference department for a short period of time to man-
agers and other librarians who wish to familiarize themselves with this area
of the profession. Students in graduate programs of library and information
science (LIS) and library technical assistant programs may also find it helpful.

In part 1, which covers reference sources, the print and electronic tools
of the reference trade are discussed. In part 2, the focus is on various types
of reference service, including telephone and electronic reference, as well as
reference evaluation, policies, and standards.
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Introduction

The bibliography includes a variety of readings about reference, and
the appendix features a number of key American Library Association (ALA)
documents.

Fundamentals of Reference is my look at the tools and techniques of refer-
ence through the lens of more than thirty years as a reference librarian. The
views expressed and mistakes made are entirely my own.
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PART 1

Reference Sources

Knowledge is of two kinds. We know a subject ourselves,
or we know where we can find information upon it.

—Samuel Johnson

REFERENCE LIBRARIANS, TOO, are of at least two kinds: subject specialists
whose expertise consists of an in-depth knowledge of a single subject
or related subjects in a single field, and generalists, who are familiar with the
main ideas of a variety of topics. I count myself among the latter.

A popular conception of reference librarians might have us spouting
answers off the tops of our heads, but the reality is that knowing where (and
often how) to find the answer is our real forte. Mary Goulding wrote about
“the most exciting premise of reference services—that no one, not even the
most experienced, knows all the answers; we are simply trained to use the vast
network that helps us find them.”" This “vast network” consists of colleagues,
collections, catalogs, contacts, and more.

Once upon a time all a reference librarian had to do in order to provide
good reference service was to memorize the titles and main features of the
major reference books in each subject area. When asked a question, a quick
run through that mental card file provided one or more titles that were sure to
hold the answer—and usually did. The book—and it was always a book—was
pulled from the shelf, pages were flipped through, and—voila! the answer was
read or shown to the questioner. Today we—and our patrons—have many
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REFERENCE SOURCES

more choices (and formats) at our disposal. While anyone can “google” a query
and find some kind of answer, what the reference librarian adds to the search
is the ability to determine the most appropriate and authoritative source to
use in order to find an accurate answer.

Just as architects use drawings and accountants use spreadsheets, reference
librarians use reference sources; they are among the tools of our trade. And
just as architects and accountants often use computers to create drawings and
spreadsheets, reference librarians often use online sources.

What is a reference source? Although you might say that nearly anything
could be a reference source—the daily newspaper, a website, a train sched-
ule, or a recipe on the back of a box or can—here is how the ALA Glossary of
Library and Information Science defines one: “Any source used to obtain authori-
tative information in a reference transaction. Reference sources can include
printed materials, but are not limited to databases, media, the Internet, other
libraries and institutions, and persons both inside and outside the library.”

Reference books are probably the most familiar type of reference source
found in every library. What, exactly, is a reference book? Again, the ALA
Glossary provides a definition: “1. A print or electronic book designed by the
arrangement and treatment of its subject matter to be consulted for definite
items of information rather than to be read consecutively.” For the discussion

in this section, this definition is the one to

©

keep in mind.

Although the world of reference pub-
lishing may be shrinking in terms of the
number of reference publishers (because
of corporate mergers and acquisitions),
in terms of the number of reference titles
published, it continues to expand. How
can you keep current? Reading reviews is

Some Reference Tips

® Familiarize yourself with
reference sources by taking
a look at the Enoch Pratt
Free Library Brief Guide
to Reference Sources,
Reference Sources for Small
and Medium-Sized Libraries, one way, and in our field we are fortunate

and Guide to Reference. .

that most reviews of reference sources are

® \isit the reference section

. written by reference librarians who exam-
of your local public library

or a college or university
library and see how many of
the titles mentioned in this
chapter you can find.

ine titles not only with the critical eye of a
reviewer but also through the experienced
eyes of a practitioner. Reference sources are
regularly reviewed in the following publica-
tions: Reference Books Bulletin, a section of
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Reference Sources

ALA5 Booklist, in which reviews are written
by members of the Bulletin’s editorial board Interested in how reference
as well as by contributing reviewers; Library DO e Al
Journal, in which reviews are written by
current and former librarians; ALAs Choice,
in which reviews are written by and for

academic librarians; and Reference and User

Distinguished Classics of
Reference Publishing, edited by
James Rettig (Oryx, 1992), traces
the history of some of the most

] o notable reference books ever
Services Quarterly (RUSQ), a publication of sulslfed,

ALAs Reference and User Services Associa-

tion (RUSA), in which reviews are written

by volunteer librarians. Regular perusal of these publications, in which review-
ers are encouraged to compare new titles with existing works, will keep you
well informed.

There are also a number of reliable publications that recommend and
review reference titles on a larger scale: The purpose of the American Refer-
ence Books Annual (ARBA) “is to provide comprehensive coverage of English-
language reference books published in the United States and Canada during
a single year.” Since 1970, ARBA has provided thousands of reviews written
by hundreds of subject specialists and library professionals. In 2002 Libraries
Unlimited, ARBAs publisher, launched ARBAonline, a database offering all the
reviews published in ARBASs print version since 1997. The Enoch Pratt Free
Library Brief Guide to Reference

Sources, now in its tenth edi-
tion, is a compact, user-friendly
handbook that “lists and dis-
cusses a selection of basic and
popular reference works that
are likely to be encountered in

Want to keep up with reference sources
and trends? Follow these blogs:

No Shelf Required, www.libraries.wright
.edu/noshelfrequired/

Points of Reference, http://pointsof

. L . reference.booklistonline.com
larger libraries in the United

States today.™ Reference Sources

for Small and Medium-Sized Libraries, now in its seventh edition, offers brief
reviews of standard as well as recent reference works in a variety of formats
written by members of the Reference Sources for Small and Medium-Sized
Libraries Editorial Committee of the Collection Development and Evaluation
Section of RUSA. One of the acknowledged classics of reference publishing,
ALAs Guide to Reference Books, became the Guide to Reference in its twelfth
edition and is now published in an electronic format only. Its contributing
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4 REFERENCE SOURCES

editors include subject experts representing a wide variety of academic and
public libraries. Their concise annotations describe more than 16,000 print
and electronic reference resources.

In part 1 T am going to review some of the most frequently used types of
reference sources and discuss some specific titles. Among the types of refer-
ence sources to be considered are encyclopedias, dictionaries, websites, and
directories. A list of all reference sources mentioned will be found after the
bibliography.

Notes

1. Mary Goulding, “Real Librarians Don't Play Jeopardy,” Illinois Libraries 77, no.
2 (1991): 142.

2. Michael Levine-Clark and Toni M. Carter, eds., ALA Glossary of Library and
Information Science, 4th ed. (Chicago: American Library Association, 2012),
s.v. “reference source.”

3. Ibid., s.v. “reference book.”

4. American Reference Books Annual, vol. 37 (Santa Barbara, CA: Libraries
Unlimited, 2006), xiii.

5. Thomas H. Patterson, John A. Damand, and Rachel Kubie, Enoch Pratt Free
Library Brief Guide to Reference Sources, 10th ed. (Baltimore, MD: The Library,
2000), xii.

www.alastore.ala.org



ONE

Encyclopedias

It's the E-N-C-Y-C-L-O-P-E-D-I-A. Just look inside this book
and you will see, everything from “A" clear down to “Z."

—Jiminy Cricket

K ENNETH KISTER DEFINES an encyclopedia in less Disneyesque terms: “An
encyclopedia is a reference source published in either print or electronic
form that summarizes basic knowledge and information on all important
subjects or, in the case of a specialized encyclopedia, a particular subject.”
An encyclopedia is often the best place to start when you are attempting to
answer a question about a topic that is new or unfamiliar to you. Even when
you are familiar with a subject—or actually know a specific fact—an encyclo-
pedia can provide a quick, accurate, and authoritative answer. Just as there are
reference librarians who are subject specialists and reference librarians who
are generalists, there are encyclopedias which focus on a single subject and
those which cover all subjects.

General Encyclopedias
General encyclopedias are probably the most familiar type of encyclopedia.

Although today there are fewer general encyclopedias in print than there were
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a decade ago, publishers are still producing them, often along with an online
version. Among general encyclopedias, the large, multivolume sets are the most
prominent, although there are also some single-volume general encyclopedias.

In my experience, which has consisted mainly of providing general refer-
ence service, I am most familiar with what I like to think of as the “Big Three”
of encyclopedias: the Encyclopaedia Britannica, Encyclopedia Americana, and
the World Book Encyclopedia. I've listed them in order of size, from largest to
the smallest, but a more accurate listing might be one done in terms of fre-
quency of use. In that case, reverse the order: in a general reference setting,
particularly in a telephone ready-reference service, the World Book Encyclopedia
is one of the most frequently consulted reference works. Even now with the
plethora of online sources available (among them World Book Online), there is
nothing like opening a volume of the World Book and knowing you will find
that list of the seven wonders of the world or a basic explanation of how a bill
becomes a law. When I'm looking for a little more on a subject, perhaps an
overview as well as a short bibliography, the Encyclopedia Americana would be
my choice. And when I'm in search of even more, perhaps a detailed outline or
history of a particular concept or place, as well as a substantial bibliography;,
the Encyclopaedia Britannica would be the one I consult. At this point I should
also mention that both the World Book Encyclopedia and Encyclopaedia Britan-
nica are available in online versions (World Book Online and Britannica Online)
as well as print versions. Britannica recently announced that the 2010 print
edition will be its last version in print. The last print edition of Encyclopedia
Americana was published in 2006, there is an online version of Americana
within Grolier Online.

These are my personal favorites; there are other encyclopedias available,
among them Compton’s by Britannica and The New Book of Knowledge. One of
the best ways to keep current with the world of encyclopedia publishing is
to read Reference Books Bulletin's “Encyclopedia Update” published annually
in the September 15 issue of Booklist. The authors look at both print and
online encyclopedias and begin each update with a brief look at the state of
encyclopedia publishing. These updates include careful evaluations of the
scope, content, and functionality of the latest print and online encyclopedias.
Purchasing an Encyclopedia: 12 Points to Consider (Booklist Publications/ALA,
1996) reprints the 1995 “Encyclopedia Update.” Those twelve points are
authority, arrangement, subject coverage, accuracy and objectivity, recency,
approach, style, bibliographies, illustrations, multimedia, physical format,

www.alastore.ala.org



Encyclopedias

and yearbooks and other special products. These considerations are useful
not only in purchasing an encyclopedia, but in selecting an encyclopedia to
use in a particular reference situation.

Kenneth Kister offers the following points for consideration when evaluat-
ing an encyclopedia:

1. Does the encyclopedia provide the material you and others who
will be using it are likely to need?

2. Is the encyclopedia comprehensible to you and others who will
be using it?

. Is the encyclopedia produced by reputable people?

Is the encyclopedia reliable?

. Is the encyclopedia free from bias and stereotype?

. Is the encyclopedia reasonably current?

~N O U AW

Is the encyclopedia easy to use and are its contents readily
accessible?
8. Does the encyclopedia include well-selected bibliographies?
9. Is the encyclopedia adequately illustrated?
10. TIs the encyclopedia in book version physically well made and
aesthetically pleasing?
11. Does the encyclopedia offer any special or unique features?
12. Is the encyclopedia available in both print and electronic form,
and, if so, which do you want?
13. Is the encyclopedia fairly priced?
14. What do published reviews say about the encyclopedia?
15. How does the encyclopedia compare with its major competitors??

Again, although some of these points may be of more concern to individu-
als purchasing an encyclopedia, either for a library collection or home use,

many more of them should be of interest to someone deciding on a reference
source to consult.

Specialized Encyclopedias
There are specialized encyclopedias covering almost any topic imaginable:

just try a keyword search using “encyclopedia” and the subject of your choice
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REFERENCE SOURCES

in BooksInPrint.com or any online library catalog and look at the results. Spe-
cialized encyclopedias may be scholarly or popular in nature and single- or
multivolume in format. Here are some examples of specialized encyclopedias
chosen to illustrate the variety of subjects covered:

All Things Austen: An Encyclopedia of Austen’s World. A tour of the
beloved writer’s milieu.

American Medical Association Concise Medical Encyclopedia. A consumer
medical reference book offering 3,000 entries on illnesses, nutri-
tion, parts of the body, and numerous other topics.

The Baseball Encyclopedia: The Complete and Definitive Record of Major
League Baseball. 10th revised edition. A classic sports reference
book that documents “America’s pastime.”

Benet’s Reader’s Encyclopedia. 5th edition. A one-volume companion to
world literature first published in 1948.

Encyclopaedia Judaica. 2nd edition. 22 vols. An award-winning, land-
mark work of scholarship devoted to all aspects of Jewish history,
culture, and religion. Available online as part of the Gale Virtual
Reference Center.

Encyclopedia of Chicago. A comprehensive one-volume work with many
special features produced under the auspices of the Chicago History
Museum, the Newberry Library, and Northwestern University. Also
available online at www.encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org.

Encyclopedia of Hair: A Cultural History. Examines hair as an indication
of social class, gender, ethnicity, and more.

Encyclopedia of Popular Music. 4th edition. 10 vols. A multivolume look
at popular music in all its forms from 1900 to the present.

Encyclopedia of Southern Culture. All aspects of southern life and lore
are examined in this award-winning, single-volume work of schol-
arship.

Encyclopedia of Television. 2nd edition. 4 vols. Published under the aus-
pices of the Museum of Broadcast Communications, this multivol-
ume set offers hundreds of entries on many facets of the medium.
The text of the 1st edition is available on the museum’ website at
WWW.Museumn. tv.

Encyclopedia of the Library of Congress: For Congress, the Nation and the
World. Essays on the library’s collections, articles on its buildings
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and history, biographies of the Librarians of Congress and more in a
single-volume encyclopedia on the largest library in the world.

Worldmark Encyclopedia of the Nations. 12th edition. 5 vols. Since its
first one-volume edition published in 1960, this has remained a
standard reference work on the countries of the world. Available
online as part of the Gale Virtual Reference Library.

A Word about Wikipedia

Wikipedia (www.wikipedia.org) is the online “free encyclopedia that anyone
can edit.” In the last ten years, Wikipedia has become one of the most fre-
quently visited sites on the Internet. It has also generated considerable discus-
sion among reference practitioners. In Reference and Information Services: An
Introduction, Melissa A. Wong notes that, “although librarians should be wary
of consulting Wikipedia for ready-reference factual information, the encyclo-
pedia can be a valuable resource for general

9

background information and pre-research

. o . . x el Reference Ti
information.” In an article entitled “Wiki- P

pedia: Friend or Foe?” Kathy West and Janet One way to evaluate an
Williamson reported on a study undertaken encyclopedia is to take a topic
“to assess whether Wikipedia can be used and look it up in several different

and recommended as a credible reference encyclopedias and consider how

or information tool.” They concluded that
“like any knowledge source, it should not
be used in isolation from other sources of

itis treated in each. This can be
particularly enlightening if you
choose a controversial topic.

©

information. It is one tool in our informa-

tion toolkit.” In other words, Wikipedia is a source, not the source. Casper
Grathwohl considers the use of Wikipedia as a way to begin research on the
Web. He writes that

through user-generated efforts, Wikipedia is comprehensive, cur-
rent, and far and away the most trustworthy Web resource of its
kind. It is not the bottom layer of authority, nor the top, but in
fact the highest layer without formal vetting. In this unique role
it therefore serves as an ideal bridge between the validated and
unvalidated Web.®
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Notes
The chapter epigraph is from Lorraine Santoli, The Official Mickey Mouse Club Book
(New York: Hyperion, 1995), 135.

1. Kenneth Kister, Kister’s Best Encyclopedias: A Comparative Guide to General and
Specialized Encyclopedias (Phoenix: Oryx, 1994), 3.

2. Ibid., 17-20.

3. Melissa A. Wong, “Encyclopedias,” in Reference and Information Services: An
Introduction, 4th ed., ed. Richard E. Bopp and Linda C. Smith (Santa Barbara,
CA: Libraries Unlimited, 2011), 544.

4. Kathy West and Janet Williamson, “Wikipedia: Friend or Foe?” Reference
Services Review 37, no. 3 (2009): 260.

5. Ihid., 270.

6. Casper Grathwohl, “Wikipedia Comes of Age,” Chronicle Review, January 7,
2011, http://chronicle.com/article/Wikipedia-Comes-of-Age/125899/.
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