
 

INTEROFFICE MEMORANDUM 

TO: WAYNE DISHER, LIBRARY DIRECTOR 

FROM: INNA GOGINA, UNIVERSITY LIBRARIAN 

SUBJECT: LIBRARY REFERENCE SERVICE 

DATE: 8/9/2013 

CC: ROBERT SMITH, UNIVERSITY PROVOST 

Library Director, 

Below please find my analysis and recommendations related to the possibility of utilizing 

student interns to conduct first-level reference service in our library1.   

BACKGROUND: University of Southern California is a private university enrolling 

40,000 undergraduate, graduate, and professional students.  It ranks in the top ten among private 

research universities in the United States in federally funded research and voluntary support.  

USC has 23 libraries and information centers and the USC Digital Library.  The libraries house a 

total of 4,538,809 volumes, 122,882 serial titles, and 758,004 electronic books, among other 

holdings (University of Southern California, USC Libraries Facts and Figures). The library 

currently employs 199 full-time career staff including approximately150 library professionals, 

such as librarians, catalogers, library assistants, department heads, etc. (USC Libraries, Librarian 

and Staff Directory); a total number of part-time student workers requires further investigation. 

To better serve our user community, the USC Libraries conducted a survey among 

students, faculty, and staff on core library services, in fall 2011. According to the survey results, 

four out of the top ten library services were related to the reference services, in terms of their 

importance to survey respondents: 
                                                      
1 Original memo is enclosed on p. 15. 
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• Library employees provide accurate answers 

• Library employees are approachable and helpful 

• Library employees are readily available to assist me 

• Library employees treat me fairly and with respect (University of Southern California, 

2011). 

During the fiscal year 2010-2011, the USC Libraries completed 108,845 reference 

transactions, including 20,357 electronic reference transactions (University of Southern 

California, USC Libraries Facts and Figures). 

PROBLEM: In 1997, the USC merged campus technology operations and the libraries 

into the USC Information Services Division (ISD). The new organizational structure proved 

inefficient over time and, as a result, the ISD was disbanded and the USC Libraries were 

reconstituted as a separate unit, in 2006.  During nearly a decade-long merger, the USC 

Libraries’ reference services “suffered an identity crisis” (Guinlan & McHarg, 2012, p. 147). In 

2002, a reference desk that operated in the oldest and largest branch on campus—Doheny 

Memorial Library—was closed.  In its place, consultation services were established in a small 

office near the circulation desk.  This change caused chaos and confusion, creating “the 

perception, particularly among students, that the libraries no longer provided this assistance” 

(Guinlan & McHarg, 2012, p. 154). “The Doheny Library reference desk had taken on a 

symbolic status that conflated the desk with the service and introduced emotional issues that 

added to the complexity of arriving at workable solutions,” emphasize Guinlan and McHarg 

(ibid.).  

In 2006, the USC Libraries regained their autonomy; three years later, in fall 2009, the 

DML desk was re-opened having increased reference transactions by 72%.  The overarching 
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reference service issues, however, remained unsettled, casting a negative impact on the campus 

community.  Due to the hiring freeze of 2008-2010, the university has not been able to hire 

additional reference librarians.  Presently, even though the freeze has officially come to an end, 

the department officials have been still “carefully evaluating the need to create new positions 

from here on out” (Kurth, 2010).  As of the date of this paper, only two out of 23 branches 

employ Reference and Instruction Librarians: two reference librarians work at Doheny Memorial 

Library (DML) and one at Von KleinSmid Center Library (VKC)—a total of three reference 

specialists serving the community of 40,000 students and 23,653 faculty and staff (University of 

Southern California. About USC: Facts and Figures).  Based on the number of reference 

transactions completed in the fiscal year 2010-2011, each reference librarian was expected to 

complete approximately 36,282 transactions annually, or 698 transactions weekly.  This indicates 

that the number of reference librarians employed at the University is disproportionate to the 

number of reference requests.  The reference workload has remained overwhelmingly high, 

especially during the semester when research needs are most intense.  Contrary to various 

evidence suggesting that reference statistics are declining in academic libraries (Flanagan & 

Horowitz, 2000, p. 330; Ryan, 2008, p. 390; Stevens, 2013, p. 203), the number of reference 

transactions at USC, as well as the 2011 survey results, attest to consistently high need of 

adequate reference services, keeping in mind that reference demand in a research-oriented, 

innovation-driven universities, such as USC, far exceeds that in liberal arts colleges and other 

non-research institutions of higher education. 

ANALYSIS: At the crux of these issues lays the main problem: insufficient reference 

services undermine the USC Libraries’ mission of supporting the discovery, creation, and 

preservation of knowledge within the parent institution, University of Southern California.  Due 
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to budget limitations, the university cannot hire additional reference librarians, in order to fill in 

the gaps in the reference services. Therefore the traditional model of librarian-staffed reference 

desk is no longer feasible or sustainable. 

In order to resolve this issue, many academic libraries have developed alternative service 

models, involving the use of students. “By bringing in others to work with the reference 

librarians, staffing could be extended without having to hire additional professional librarians. 

The students would gain valuable experience and the library would get good semitrained 

professional help at a low cost,” reports Tyckoson (2011, p. 264).   

The “reference triage model” described in your memo has become one of the most 

popular service alternatives in the field. Students staff reference desks during off-peak hours and 

conduct first-level reference service, referring the questions they are unable to answer on their 

own to the next level—a reference librarian.  This sort of reference “triage”—the tiered reference 

service, also known as the Brandeis model because it was first popularized at Brandeis 

University— is viewed as a time and cost-saving approach, affording reference librarians, in the 

freed time, to get involved in additional library services that require their professional skills. 

“This maximizes the use of all staff and allows the reference librarians to use their skills with the 

most difficult questions,” maintains Tyckoson (2011, p. 264).  

In addition to benefits, however, this model has raised certain concerns in the field: 

Sacrifice in service quality. “The reference function can be characterized as “expert 

help,” incorporating subject-specific knowledge, research skills, and the ability to instruct 

students and faculty,” pose Flanagan and Horowitz (2000, p. 329).  A concern is that students, 

particularly at the undergraduate level, have neither professional knowledge nor skills to support 

this function and provide adequate reference service.   
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Decrease in customer satisfaction.  Customers with more complex queries, who value 

professional face-to-face research help, may find themselves wasting time when seeking that 

help from paraprofessionals or student interns, particularly when instead of expected answers 

they receive referrals or appointments to professional librarian consultations. Such delays in 

service could results in frustration and the overall decrease in customer satisfaction. 

Training costs. In order to conduct the first-level reference service, students need to be 

trained; and training requires time and additional costs. All student employees at UCLA Library, 

for example, are in a training period for the first 6 months on the job, according to Orientation 

Manual for UCLA Student Assistants (UCLA Library & Library Human Resources).  In 

addition, librarians, when re-directed from reference to other professional library services, need 

time and additional training to get accustomed to new tasks. Flanagan and Horowitz observe that 

“although all the librarians were capable of doing the most elementary level of circulation,” for 

example, “they had trouble learning some agreed upon advanced tasks that would make it 

possible for them to support circulation fully in this model (e.g., updating a patron record). This 

caused some frustration among the circulation staff” (2000, p. 335). 

High workforce turnover. Student internships don’t last for long. As students graduate 

and move on to their new careers, libraries need to constantly fill in the vacant intern positions, 

resulting in a high workforce turn over/low retention, lack of continuity in the workplace, the 

need for additional resources to support training of the new hires, and decreased performance 

level among the newly hired, inexperienced interns.  

ALTERNATIVES:  Researchers find that the reference triage model, even though used 

in many academic libraries, due to budget constraints and staff shortages, does not fit most 

library service environments (Tyckoson, 2011, p. 264).  Some libraries successfully modified it 
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by transitioning to a “tiered reference desk model with paraprofessionals and/or students 

answering questions at a desk and referring questions to on-call librarians as needed; both 

Brandeis University and the Welch Medical Library at John Hopkins University have used 

variations of this model,” reports Ryan (2008, p. 397). Some of the additional alternatives are 

listed below. 

Reverse-tier service. This alternative employs a scenario “with the librarian being the 

first to meet with the user and designating staff or students to work on the question depending on 

its complexity” (Tyckoson, 2011, pp. 264-265). This model requires doesn’t seem feasible in our 

case, as it would require additional staffing of professionally trained reference librarians, which 

USC cannot afford at the moment. 

Single service point / Consolidated service desk / “One-stop shopping”. This model 

involves a “mix of professional librarians, staff, or students working at the same service at the 

same time” (Tyckoson, 2011, p. 264). The consolidated service desk was implemented as early 

as in 1997, by the Rotch Library at M.I.T., and is currently known there as the Library Services 

Desk. “The ultimate success or failure of integrating service points is yet to be determined, but 

the rewards of the experiment, the opportunity for the two staff groups to work together, and the 

focus on meeting customer needs as an overriding priority have been satisfying,” report Flanagan 

and Horowitz (2000, p. 330).  

Since fall 2001, Owens Library at Northwest Missouri State University has provided a 

“one-stop shopping” library services desk “where patrons go for answers to reference questions, 

research appointments, interlibrary loan pick-up, circulation, and reserves. As reference 

questions are received, library services desk employees (usually student employees) refer the 

patrons to the librarian scheduled for on-call hours using walkie-talkies,” explain Meldrem et al. 
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(2005, p. 308). The reference librarian then “meets the patron at the library services desk and 

responds to the questions” (ibid.). The survey of the customer satisfaction revealed that “no 

matter who was at which desk, 98% patrons felt welcome to ask their questions, and 92-96% of 

the time questions were answered to the patrons’ satisfaction (Meldrem et al., 2005, p. 309). 

Following the steps of Northwest Missouri State University, New York College of 

Pennsylvania has also closed its reference desk and uses one information/circulation service 

point with librarians on-call. “The librarians do the in-depth reference work while the circulation 

staff member can help with collection-related requests,” reports Ryan (2008, p. 397).  

The ASK desk established in the Prior Health Sciences Library at Ohio State University 

demonstrates another example of the consolidated reference model.  The ASK desk is staffed “by 

a combination of five full-time paraprofessional staff, three staff from other departments who 

collectively provide twenty hours of weekly desk coverage, one ASK desk manager, and seven 

to nine undergraduate students. This small group keeps the library open ninety-seven hours per 

week,” relates Schulte (2011, p. 276). The ASK desk functions include “circulation desk 

functions, referral to a host of other entities in the library building, electronic reserves 

processing, and document delivery assistance. To develop a feasible model under these 

circumstances, working definitions of basic and specialist reference were devised, with the 

intention that basic questions could be regularly handled by ASK desk staff, while specialized 

questions would almost always be referred to the appropriate librarian,” Schulte describes (2011, 

p. 277). Evaluation of this system cautiously suggests that the new model “did not harm the 

provision of reference services” (ibid.).  

Information Commons. In 2007, the Regent University Library took the “consolidated 

service desk” concept further, having implemented a consolidated information commons model, 
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envisioned as a place where students and faculty would receive one-on-one assistance in locating 

appropriate materials. This model turned the library into an integrated center for research, 

teaching, and learning, with a strong digital focus, from which users may conduct research taking 

advantage of print and electronic resources.  “In addition, this area includes a service/expertise 

component, allowing users to receive individual assistance from circulation and reference 

personnel,” observe Lee, Ritterbush, and Sivigny (2010, p. 85). Based on the expertise sought by 

the users, student interns could be in assistance answering the basic questions that don’t require 

advanced reference knowledge, in the information commons setting. 

In January 2008, the Belk Library & Information Commons at Appalachian State 

University established Learning & Research Services by combining the Access Services staff 

members of the circulation and service desks with the reference and instruction team as part of a 

library-wide reorganization effort (Johnson et al., 2011).  A key was to provide “blended” 

services at all service desks through consistent training for library faculty members, staff, and 

student assistants, report Johnson et al. “Student cross-training continues with each new cohort 

of student assistants hired, and all evidence points to its success” (2011, pp. 116-118). 

Peer Reference. This model expands the use of students on the first level of tiered 

reference to include “upper-level undergraduate students from various disciplines providing full 

reference service with minimal supervision as well as performing paraprofessional-level duties” 

(Faix et al., 2010, p. 90). The concerns included “time factors, a potential loss of professionalism 

and quality of services, and the reduction of librarian’s direct contact with patrons” (ibid., p. 92). 

The benefits, on the other hand, were in saving money and the ability to reassign librarians to 

focus on larger issues, e.g. scholarly communications, grant writing, and the library instruction 

curriculum design. “The overwhelming success of this redefined peer reference model at Coastal 
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Carolina University’s Kimbel Library suggests that undergraduate students are not only capable 

but perhaps optimal at providing high-quality reference service to their peers,” observe Faix et al. 

(2010, pp. 90-91). 

Graz and Gilbert describe implementation of the peer reference model in the Folke 

Bernadotte Memorial Library at Gustavus Adolphus College in 2010 (Gratz & Gilbert, 2011). 

While supporting the use of peer reference, the study also revealed that the physical reference 

desk “remained a vital service by providing in-person attention to help students navigate today’s 

information landscape” (ibid., p. 424). 

Roaming Reference.  In the same capacity as in the triage reference, student interns 

could be also employed in this particular reference model.  Ryan reports that some librarians 

“advocate getting away from the desk and “roaming” through the library or setting up mobile 

information stations in locations on campus where students congregate; the University of Florida 

librarians supplement traditional reference service with mobile reference kiosks” (2008, p. 397).  

Mobile Reference. The advent of Internet and mobile devices has led to the need for 

more “flexible reference models, providing reference service to users when and wherever they 

are, not just within the library building but also beyond,” point out Moyo and Nardine (2013, p. 

4). In this model of reference service delivery, library generalists, students, and volunteers 

provide service to library patrons on a 24/7 timeframe, via various modes of communication: 

physically, via phone, online, etc. “To address the evolving demands of mobile reference, 

Virginia Tech Libraries have employed Voxer, a free, push-to-talk walkie-talkie app for mobile 

devices,” the authors report (ibid.). The reference staff has either smart phones or iPads on which 

they have loaded the Voxer app. “This way, regardless of whether an expert, a generalist, a 

student, or a volunteer is staffing the reference desk, that person can easily contact the 
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appropriate party to answer any question s/he is unable to handle him/herself without the need to 

send the patron to another location or have them make an appointment for a future consultation 

(Moyo and Nardine, 2013, pp. 4-5).  

RECOMMENDATION: As time progresses and USC acquires additional funding 

needed to support library space re-design in all 23 campus branches, we may think of 

implementing the Information Commons model, as this model seems to be more advantageous 

and complementary of customers’ needs. Considering the current budgetary constraints, 

however, I strongly believe that we should start with the Peer Reference model first. 

 In her book Managing Student Assistants, Sweetman points out that “75% of Access 

Services departments in ARL libraries have increased their student force in the past ten years” 

and highlights the advantages of hiring student interns, or student assistants: 

• Most libraries could not fully staff the great variety of programs and services they offer 

without employing students. Student workers are economical. 

• Working in the library adds to a student’s academic experience, not only by adding 

valuable skills, but also by increasing the student’s own level of comfort with the library 

as a valuable resource. 

• Effective student worker program help to recruit talent for full-time positions in the 

library (2007, p. 3). 

According to results of the survey conducted by Bracke et al. at the University of 

Arizona, “95% of the reference questions asked at all of their various service sites could be 

answered by students and trained generalists” (2007).  Furthermore, Ryan reports that 89% of 

reference queries could be likely answered by non-librarians (2008, p. 389). This data alleviates 

concerns as far as risk of decreasing service quality and customer satisfaction.  
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Training does require additional costs. The cost of student training, however, is much less 

than the costs of hiring of additional reference librarians. For that reason, peer reference model 

seems to offer additional advantage—economic feasibility. 

The financial sustainability and overwhelming success of the peer reference model at 

Coastal Carolina University’s Kimbel Library has convinced me that we should give it a try at 

the USC Libraries. After having fully investigated the pros and cons, I concur with Faix et al. 

that “with proper support and a little bit of luck, academic libraries anywhere can utilize this 

promising resource—undergraduate students—to help meet ever-increasing service needs in a 

cost-effective and highly professional manner. The benefits, some of which are very surprising, 

of harnessing talents of these previously overlooked workers demonstrate what librarians have 

always known: you can not always judge a book by its cover” (2010, p. 91). 

Taking into account the advanced state of technology at USC, we should also think of 

using some of the elements of the Mobile Reference model implemented at Virginia Tech 

Libraries, to take advantage of that model’s flexibility in terms of service delivery. As an added 

bonus, other subdivisions of the libraries such as the information technology group, could “also 

have access to Voxer, so reference staff are able to provide help with technology questions that 

aren’t strictly reference-focused, but still essential to patron’s ability to function” (Moyo & 

Nardine, 2013, p. 5). Many academic libraries offer a wide spectrum of reference services in the 

virtual world, including desk services, virtual chat, as well as traditional phone and email. 

Incorporating the elements of Mobile reference will allow USC Libraries to remain at the 

forefront of innovation in academia. I am convinced that introducing the combination of the peer 

and mobile reference at USC Libraries will help us successfully maintain the Libraries’ mission 

of supporting the discovery, creation, and preservation of knowledge. 
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INTEROFFICE MEMORANDUM 

TO: UNIVERSITY LIBRARIAN 

FROM: WAYNE DISHER, LIBRARY DIRECTOR 

SUBJECT: LIBRARY REFERENCE SERVICE 

DATE: 8/10/2013 

CC: ROBERT SMITH, UNIVERSITY PROVOST 

 

University Librarian, 

As a cost cutting measure, I was talking to the university provost about the possibility of using 
some of our student interns to staff the reference desk during slower times.  As a rule, most of our 
reference questions are not difficult, and can easily be answered by the interns.  Those that can’t be 
answered here, could be referred to the next level—a reference librarian.  This sort of reference 
“triage” could save us some money, and allow us to free reference librarians to attend university 
meetings and to chair committees and the like. 

Could you do some legwork and investigate if other libraries utilize “non-professional” staff to 
conduct first level reference service?  Let me know of some of our options, and some of the pros 
and cons.  Finally, let me know your final recommendation.  We can talk thereafter about  your ideas. 

 

Wayne 


