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EVALUATI G REFERENCE SERVICES 

"How good do we do what we say we do in 
our library?• That question was the focus of a 
program at the Albany Conference on 
"Evaluating Reference Services." Charles 
McClure of the Syracuse University School of 
Information Studies and the co-author of 
Unobtrufive Tcsring and Library Reference 
Services spoke on the sometimes controversial 
social science research technique. Unobtrusive
tes1ing involves the use of a proxy with a posed 
reference question. This technique looks only at 
the quick fact and bibliogrophic information 
aspect of reference. A test in 3cadcmic law 
libraric� reported in Govcrnmcm Publications
Review found law librarians 67% on target. 
The correct answer fill rate is measured by
dividing the number of correct answers by the
total number of questions. Questions posed by 
phone were twice as likely to receive a correct 
answer. The zeal and enthusiasm of the 
indjvjdual librarian was also an important 
fac1or in testing. McClure noted that the half
life of an M.L.S. is 4 10 4 1/2 years • much of 
what is learned is outdated by then. Testing i s  
a good way to pinpoint problems and to help the 
librarians update their reference skills.

Judging from the remarks of others who
attended the program, the internal evaluation
techniques used at the State Law Librarv of 
Michigan are just as controversial·, as
unobtrusive testing. Barbara Vaccaro arrived alt
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the library on the heels of a consultant's report 
which found the library lacking io several areas. 
She had the existing reference staff train her in
order to evaluate existing services. An elaborate
system now exists for internally checking the
accuracy of reference work before results arc 
given to the patron. For all but basic quick 
answer questions, a detailed reference worksheet
must be filled out. A reference I ibrarian does 
not begin to work on a question until another 
librarian arrives to cover the Reference Desk.
Giving wrong information and poor telephone
procedures arc corrected on the spot. 

Yvonne Wulff of the University of 
Michigan Medical Library spoke about the 
different perspective of medical libraries. The

level of reference intensity is great. She 
stressed the importance of written policies as a
quality control measure .. make sure everyone
knows the policies and applies them in a stan
dard fashion. 
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