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WHAT IS REFERENCE?



What is Reference?

Finding 
answers and 
information

The right 
stuff

In-person 
and Remote



Privacy

◦ ALA: “In a library (physical or virtual), 

the right to privacy is the right to open 

inquiry without having the subject of 

one’s interest examined or scrutinized 

by others.”

◦ Libraries are there to facilitate, NOT 

MONITOR, access to information. 



Types of Sources

Books/Print Sources:             

Best for deeper or 
historical 

information

Databases: 

Best for scholarly 
articles and 
specialized 
information         

(e.g.: MAGNOLIA)

Internet Sources: 

Best for quick facts, 
news, pop culture, 
and government 

publications



TYPES OF PRINT 
SOURCES



ENCYCLOPEDIAS
Brief, factual information about a variety of topics. Often includes pictures

The New 
Encyclopedia of 
the Occult



Dictionaries

◦ List terms in alphabetical order and give each word’s meaning

◦ Language dictionaries

◦ OED has etymology as well as definition



Almanacs
◦ Include calendars, basic facts, and statistical information about people, places, and events

◦ Contain specific, detailed information 



Genealogy Sources
◦ Mortality Schedules

◦ Family Histories

◦ Family Maps 

◦ Yearbooks

◦ Town Histories 

◦ County Historical Records 

Mortality Schedule Mississippi 1850



DATABASES



Databases

Helpful for current 
topics that may not be 
in books yet

Example: New 
medical treatments 

Digitized reference materials

Broad or narrow focus

Online and Subscription Databases



Database 
Searching

Full-Text

Date Range

Scholarly Source? 

Boolean Operators 



Boolean Operators 

AND: All the given terms must 
be found, narrows a search. 

• Witches AND Wizards

NOT: Eliminate all terms that 
follow it, narrows a search. 
Useful when you need a 

specific aspect of a topic. 

• Rabbits NOT Hares

OR: Searches any of the terms 
connected to it, broadens a 

search. Helpful when 
searching for synonyms. 

• Car OR Vehicle

Wizards Witches Rabbits Hares Car Vehicle



DATABASE 
BREAK



MLC’s 
Subscription 
Databases

Demographics Now: 
Business database that 

contains detailed 
demographic estimates, 

consumer expenditure, and 
retail sales information 
customizable by state, 

county, city, zip. Can be 
used to gather information 

for business or grant-
seeking purposes.

Heritage Quest: 
Genealogical database 

(similar to Ancestry) 
containing not only census 

information, but articles 
from historical journals and 

information from the 
Freedman’s Bank

Novelist Plus: The 
complete readers' advisory 

solution, empowers 
librarians, engages readers 
and connects communities. 
This database is a readers’ 

advisory tool for both 
fiction and nonfiction titles.

Sanborn Maps: Digital 
versions of historical fire 

insurance maps.



INTERNET SOURCES



Types of Internet 
Sources

◦ Government Information

◦ Ready Reference 

◦ Genealogical Sites 

◦ Online Databases

Comprehensive list of online sources from ALA: 

http://www.ala.org/rusa/awards/etsbestindex (may 

have to check that they still work)

http://www.ala.org/rusa/awards/etsbestindex


Searching 
the Internet 

◦ Which search engine?

◦ General search engine: Google, Yahoo

◦ Academic search engine: Google Scholar

◦ Start with blanket terms and then narrow down

◦ Think about alternate spellings

◦ Give context (ex: when looking for information 
on Prince, search for “Prince” and “artist” or “artist 
formerly known as prince”)

◦ Can use Boolean operators, like searching a 
database



Evaluating Internet Sources

Untrustworthy until 
proven authoritative

Is the author known 
in their field? 

Was the website 
linked from a trusted 

source? 

Does a known 
organization sponsor 

or run the site? 

Are their sources 
cited?

Typos?
Currency of the 

website/copyright 
date?

If it looks sketchy, it’s 
probably sketchy. 

Trust your instincts!



Google Tips

Use quotes when searching 
for something specific or a 
whole phrase.

“Honda civic reviews”

Plug in math questions for 
quick answers

Use a hyphen to exclude 
words from your search 

Pelicans –basketball

Use a colon to search specific 
sites for information

Heart disease site:heart.org

Use an asterisk wildcard 

Librar* (will bring up 
libraries, library, librarian, 
etc)

Search for a specific year 
or range of numbers

Opera 1930...1945

Find a specific file or file type

Reference Skills filetype:ppt

Use Asterisk Placeholders

“Ask not what * * can do for 
you”

Use as a converter

3 gallons to oz



Types of 
Reference 
Questions

◦ Library Specific

• When is storytime?

• How do I get a library card? 

◦ Ready Reference

• What is the phone number for the American 
Printing House for the Blind? 

• Who is my Congressperson?

◦ Research Questions

• Could you help me find out who my great 
grandparents were? My grandmother’s name was 
Pantaloons Magee and she lived in Possumneck. 

• I’m writing a paper for my English class. Can I get 
some articles on tragic romance in literature, and 
some biographies for British authors?  



TIDBITS AND GEMS?



Do patrons always ask the actual question they want the answer to?

Does the patron always know what they’re talking about?

Does the patron always tell you the information you need to answer their question? 

NO! People are weirdos. They hide stuff or don’t remember details. They are bad at 
communicating.

Thus, reference interview.



Reference 
Interview Steps

Closing
Close the interview without making the patron feel dismissed. 
Invite them to come again!

Ensuring Ensure that your patron’s question is fully answered.

Locating
Locate and evaluate information. Check in and make sure 
what you have is what your patron needs.

Developing
Develop a search strategy and communicate it to the patron. 
Use “we” language. Which sources would be best? 

Negotiating
Negotiate the question. Ask open-ended questions, but don’t 
explicitly ask why they need the information. Paraphrase the 
question. 

Establishing
Establish rapport with the patron. Look approachable! Ask if 
people need help.



Medical and 
Legal 

Questions

◦ Don’t interpret any information. You are not a doctor or a lawyer. 

◦ Do you have a library policy for these questions?  

◦ MLC’s legal statement: 

Please note that I am not a lawyer and all information I have 
enclosed is simply for your informational use. I cannot give 
legal advice; I can only provide information from sources 
available to me through the state government and the 
Mississippi Library Commission. Please let me know if you 
have further questions. Thank you for using the Mississippi 
Library Commission as a source of information.



Medical 
Sources 

◦ Websites: 

• Government Sites (ex: National Cancer Institute, National 
Library of Medicine)

• Health Organization Sites (ex: American Heart Association, 
World Health Organization)

◦ MAGNOLIA: 

• Health Source: Nursing & Academic Edition: Full text, 
abstracts and indexing for nearly 2000 medical journals, 
especially in the fields of nursing and allied health. 

• Natural & Alternative Treatments: Current information on 
complementary and alternative medicine and natural 
health, including medical conditions, alternative therapies, 
drug interactions, and homeopathy. 

• Consumer Health Complete: Full text content covering all 
areas of health and wellness from mainstream medicine to 
the many perspectives of complementary, holistic and 
integrated medicine. Topics include aging, cancer, diabetes, 
drugs and alcohol, fitness, and more. 

◦ Print Sources (check dates!): 

• Medical Dictionaries

• Medical Encyclopedias



Legal 
Sources

◦ Contact MLC staff and we will help you!

◦ MLC Databases (staff only)

• Lexis Advance

• Gale LegalForms

◦ Legal Sites:

• Justia: https://www.justia.com/

• FindLaw: https://www.findlaw.com/, has Merriam-
Webster’s Dictionary of Law

o MS Bar Pro Bono Resources: https://www.msbar.org/for-
the-public/pro-bono-resources.aspx

https://www.justia.com/
https://www.findlaw.com/
https://www.msbar.org/for-the-public/pro-bono-resources.aspx


Government 
Forms

◦ Handle in a manner similar to medical and legal 

forms (no advice)

◦ Tax forms/unemployment, etc.

◦ Help patrons locate a specific form they need (IRS 

website, etc).

◦ Point them in the direction of a list of forms on a 

specific topic

◦ IRS Website: https://www.irs.gov/forms-

instructions

https://www.irs.gov/forms-instructions


Secrets to 
Ref-cellence

◦ Practice!

◦ Get out there!

◦ Look up weird stuff you’re interested in.

◦ Stick to a template for remote requests (chat, text, 

email, etc).

◦ Create finding aids or lists of resources for 

common questions.

◦ Talk to your coworkers when finding an answer.

◦ Practice more!



Still can’t find 
an answer? 

MLC Reference Desk

601-432-4492

601-208-0868 (text)

mlcref@mlc.lib.ms.us



Activity:
In your breakout rooms, develop a plan for how you would answer one of the following questions: 

• I need some articles for a project I’m doing on child development. I don’t care about babies, just older kids. I can 
only use stuff newer than 2005. 

• I need information about birds. I’d like to know how their insides work. And maybe some pictures of them flying. 

• I need all the music Arcade Fire has put out. I also need some of their tour dates, and maybe some Arcade Fire tattoo 
pictures. 

What sources would you use? Print? Digital? 

What keywords would you use to search? 

Using MLC’s catalog (https://mlco.agverso.com/home?cid=mlco&lid=mlco), databases, or websites, have one person try 
and find the answer using the sources you suggested.  

If not, what other steps did you take to find the answer or information?  

https://mlco.agverso.com/home?cid=mlco&lid=mlco


Thank you!

My Contact Information: 

Alex Brower, Information 

Services Director

601-432-4117

abrower@mlc.lib.ms.us

MLC Reference Desk:

601-432-4492

601-208-0868 (text number)

mlcref@mlc.lib.ms.us

mailto:abrower@mlc.lib.ms.us
mailto:mlcref@mlc.lib.ms.us


Sources 

◦ Cassell, K. A., & Hiremath, U. (2018). Reference and information services: An introduction. ALA Neal-Schuman.

◦ Healey, P. (2014). Legal reference for librarians: How and where to find the answers. ALA Editions. 

◦ Reference and User Services Association. (January 14, 2008). Definitions of Reference. RUSA. 

http://www.ala.org/rusa/guidelines/definitionsreference. 

◦ https://cloud.lib.wfu.edu/blog/research-like-a-librarian/reference-resources/

◦ https://apus.libanswers.com/faq/2310

◦ https://www.lifehack.org/articles/technology/20-tips-use-google-search-efficiently.html

http://www.ala.org/rusa/guidelines/definitionsreference
https://cloud.lib.wfu.edu/blog/research-like-a-librarian/reference-resources/
https://apus.libanswers.com/faq/2310
https://www.lifehack.org/articles/technology/20-tips-use-google-search-efficiently.html

