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THE REFERENCE LIBRARIAN AND REFERENCE SERVICE;
A STOCKTAKING AND MEDITATION
by
Ellen L. Sumner

Former Chief Reference Librarian
West Virginia University Library

"What business are you in?" This question was asked

& young high school girl who shared my umbrella while we
od in the rain and waited for a bus. She looked down at
my briefcase which was filled with notes for a thesis. I
; ly replied that I was a reference librarian, but I real-
d later that this did not really answer her question.

Any true reference librarian knows that the way a ques-
1 is asked often determines the answer. All printed ma-
does not give the same answer to the same question be-
» of varying dates of publication, differences in  the
t and tvpe of information available to the authors, and
yias of the authors. The answer yesterday may not be the

oy today. There may be no answer at all to be found any-

, and sometimes only an array of opinions may be avail-

The taxi driver who drove me from the train to my first
in a university library asked if I was a teacher. Upon
1ing that I was a librarian, he revealed his disappoint -
» "Oh, I thought maybe you was one of the teachers." I
fied him as an ignorant man, and not merely because of
grammar. The conductor on the train was nearer the truth

he said, "A librarian is something like a teacher.”" A
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THE REFERENCE LIBRARIAN AND REFERENCE SERVICE;
A STOCKTAKING AND MEDITATION
by
Ellen L. Sumner
Former Chief Reference Librarian
West Virginia University Library

"What business are you in?" This question was asked
by a young high school girl who shared my umbrella while we
stood in the rain and waited for a bus. She 1looked down at
my briefcase which was filled with notes for & thesis. I
merely replied that I was a reference librarian, but I real-
ized later that this did not really answer her question.

Any true reference librarian knows that the way a ques-
tion is asked often determines the answer. All printed ma-
terial does not give the same answer to the same question be-
cause of varying dates of publication, differences in the
amount and tvpe of information available to the authors, and
the bias of the authors. The answer yesterday may not be the
answer today. There may be no answer at all to be found any-
where, and sometimes only an array of opinions may be avail-
able.

The taxi driver who drove me from the train to my first
job in a university library asked if I was a teacher. Upon
learning that I was a librarian, he revealed his disappoint -
ment, "Oh, I thought maybe you was one of the teachers." I
classified him as an ignorant man, and not merely because of
the grammar. The conductor on the train was nearer the truth

when he said, "A librarian is something 1like a teacher." A
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rsity professor once called the reference department and
, "Is your name Sherlock Holmes?" This was a more ex-
and flattering view of the reference librarian, but it

one facet.

Work of the Reference Librarian

Librarians are not agreed as to just what constitutes
rence service for the concept changes because needs, op-
ties, and available tcols change. The definition de-
» too, upon the kind of library being considered and the
and type of readers served.
In 1915 William Warner Bishop considered reference work
"the service rendered by a librarian in aid of some sort
udy," and defined the reference librarian as "an inter-
of library resources," and reference books as "diction-
13 almanacs, catalogs, cyclopedias, compendia," and other
- held in the library for consultation.l
Alice B. Kroeger said reference werk is "that part of
administration which deals with the assistance given
aders in their use of the resources of the library."2
The public believes that the chief duty of the refer-
: librarian is to provide the answers to whatever it needs
S8imple questions, such as the spelling and pronuncia-
of a word, the address of an association, or the popula-
of a city, may be answered in a few seconds. Others may
considerable time for searching. Someone in a small

ceds to have an unusual, primitive drill identified and
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