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This paper describes the experience of three 
sophomore English composition classes that 
were required to visit the reference desk for 
class credit. Student perceptions of refer-
ence consultations are analyzed to gain 
a clearer understanding of the students’ 
attitudes toward reference services. Find-
ings of this exploratory study indicate that 
students suffer from library anxiety and 
are much more likely to seek out reference 
help if they are convinced that a consulta-
tion will save them time.

A s an English composition in-
structor and an information 
literacy librarian who col-
laborate to teach sophomore 

classes, we want our students to take 
full advantage of the library’s reference 
services. However, it has become pain-
fully evident to us that including the 
following “tip” on college composition 
assignment descriptions will not result 
in student action: “Our class librarian is 
available for help in locating sources for 
your research paper.” Though students 
will nod in fascination as the course in-
structor delivers her spiel about librar-
ian expertise—explaining such baffling 
concepts as “Boolean,” “peer-reviewed,” 
and “discourse community”—we have 
come to realize that neither discuss-
ing nor writing about this largely un-
tapped resource actually spurs student  

initiative. Nunberg’s observation that 
“most people will fall back on perfunc-
tory techniques for finding and evalu-
ating information online” is validated 
in our experience every semester.1 We 
have concluded that where there is no 
will to consult a librarian, there is no 
way it will happen.

Recent research corroborates our 
experience in the classroom and li-
brary. During a library study on subject 
searching in the library catalog, stu-
dents who had conducted unsuccessful 
searches were asked what they would 
do next to locate the information they 
needed.2 Though they were searching 
the library catalog in a library, not one 
student mentioned asking a librarian. 
This is just another example of a larger 
trend. Librarians are being asked less 
and less for help. According to the As-
sociation of Research Libraries (ARL), 
reference transactions have dropped 
51 percent since 1991.3 In recent years 
there have been many debates about the 
nature and utility of the reference desk, 
largely in response to declining refer-
ence statistics. Libraries have attempted 
to combat this decrease in demand by 
offering reference services in new ways. 
Librarians have experimented with new 
forms and technologies to conduct ref-
erence consultations. Some reference 
desks have entirely disappeared; some 
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have merged with other library service points. 
While reference librarians have many different 
views about what a reference consultation should 
or could be and what role the reference desk 
should play, our study focuses on students’ at-
titudes. In light of falling reference desk transac-
tions, do students perceive one-on-one consulta-
tions with a reference librarian as useful?

To answer this question, we conducted an 
exploratory qualitative study at Utah State Uni-
versity (USU). USU is a land-grant university 
with roughly fourteen thousand students enrolled 
full-time. For our study, USU students in three 
sophomore English composition classes received 
classroom library instruction and were then re-
quired to visit the reference desk on their own. 
After completing the reference consultation, they 
filled out an informal anonymous survey about 
their experience. All participating students were 
from classes taught by the same instructor and 
librarian. In addition to informing the debate and 
experimentation surrounding the reference desk, 
and describing the reference desk consultation 
assignment, our study’s primary objective is to 
assess student perceptions of reference interview 
transactions. A clearer understanding of students’ 
attitudes toward reference services is a necessary 
step toward theorizing strategies for reversing the 
downward trend. 

LITERATURE	REvIEW
Many published studies have focused on students’ 
perceptions of reference services. In her 1998 ar-
ticle, Massey-Burzio describes focus groups that 
were conducted at Johns Hopkins University to 
gain student and faculty insight into reference 
services.4 Thirty-eight students and faculty mem-
bers were interviewed, and Massey-Burzio found 
that patrons were not comfortable asking for help, 
often found service points unhelpful, and had an 
overblown sense of their own library skills. She 
also reported a “lack of interest in [library instruc-
tion] classes.”5 She recommended that profes-
sional librarians be clearly recognizable and better 
marketed to the campus community. In addition, 
Massey-Burzio suggested that the “teaching/learn-
ing library philosophy as practiced in formal 
classes” be dropped.6 At Central Missouri State 
University, 201 undergraduates were surveyed 
concerning their perceptions of reference, and 
Sandra Jenkins concluded that “students do not 
have a clear perception of the reference collection 
or the reference librarian.”7 While these stud-
ies paint a bleak picture of student perceptions 
of reference services, other studies indicate that  

students with more library experience (especially 
in the classroom) appreciate and understand refer-
ence services to a greater degree.

Saunders, analyzing ARL data, found that li-
brary instruction actually “increases the demand 
for reference services.”8 In a recent study, Grem-
mels and Lehmann investigated college students 
and librarians’ perceptions of learning in refer-
ence consultations.9 They found that students not 
only saw reference work as instructional but also 
“understood the connection between reference in-
struction and their in-class [library] instruction.”10 
So perhaps the problem is not too much library 
instruction, as Massey-Burzio postulated, but not 
enough. Indeed, Fister discussed students’ “fear” 
in a 2002 Chronicle of Higher Education column and 
called on librarians and professors to collaborate 
to create more meaningful reference experiences 
for students.11

REFERENcE	dESk	cONSULTATION	
ASSIgNMENT
Similar to Fister’s suggestion, in our classes we 
found that convincing students to value reference 
librarians’ skills can be accomplished most effec-
tively by incorporating a reference consultation 
into a larger writing assignment (read with points 
attached). On their own, students often overesti-
mate their ability to locate credible information. 
Nunberg makes this point using results from a Pew 
Project survey in his article “Teaching Students to 
Swim in the Online Sea”: 

There is a paradox in the way people think 
of the Web. Everyone is aware that it teems 
with rotten information, but most people 
feel confident that they can sort out the 
dross . . . 87% of search-engine users said 
they found what they were looking for all or 
most of the time . . . [yet] only 38 percent 
of search-engine users were aware of the 
difference between unpaid and sponsored 
search results, and only 18 percent could 
tell which was which.12

The end result of this naiveté in composition 
classes includes embarrassing reference lists (e.g., 
“.biz” websites, National Enquirer articles, or the 
grandmother of them all, Wikipedia entries) or 
worse: sources that only remotely relate to the 
research topic.

When hearing that librarian consultations are a 
required part of the research project, students ut-
ter a collective sigh; however, they often comment 
afterwards that they experienced a “breakthrough” 
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in their information search during the consultation 
with a librarian, as is evidenced in the following re-
mark from one of our post–assignment surveys:

I didn’t think they [the librarians] could 
really help but they looked in resources I 
didn’t know about or consider but yeilded 
[sic] results. . . . She [the librarian] was very 
approachable and helped me find several 
odd resources relevant that I wouldn’t have 
found otherwise. 

The reference desk consultation assignment 
hopefully not only leads to better student research 
performance but also provides an experienced 
group of library users to study. These students have 
had many interactions with librarians, and our ex-
ploratory study focuses on these transactions.

At USU, the Merrill-Cazier Library emphasizes 
library instruction; consequently, all reference 
librarians carry heavy teaching loads. Library 
instruction sessions are course-integrated, and 
general-education English composition classes in 
particular participate in multiple library instruc-
tion sessions per class. Sessions include traditional 
librarian-led classes as well as workshop time. 
During the series of instruction sessions for any 
given class, librarians will usually demonstrate 
searching and spur class discussion; but students 
are also given hands-on research time and can 
consult one-on-one with the librarian. 

In spring 2008, three sophomore English com-
position classes visited the Merrill-Cazier Library 
for a series of four library instruction sessions, led 
by a librarian. In addition to those sessions, we at-
tached a reference desk assignment to their persua-
sive research paper. This assignment was designed 
to encourage student–librarian interaction and to 
help students understand where to ask for refer-
ence help in the future. Students were required to 
attend a fifteen-minute reference desk consulta-
tion with a detailed research proposal in hand. 
We instructed them to steer the consultation and 
be headed in a specific research direction. At the 
consultation, students gave the librarian working 
at the desk their names, and librarians recorded 
the names in a file kept at the desk for the class 
records. Students could approach any librarian at 
the reference desk, and all reference desk librarians 
were informed of the assignment ahead of time 
and given instructions for recording the transac-
tions. The reference desk assignment was worth 
20 points and was factored into students’ final 
persuasive research paper score. Since the paper 
was worth 150 points total, the maximum score a 
student could earn on this last and most heavily 

weighted assignment without completing the ref-
erence desk consultation assignment was 130 out 
of 150, or 86 percent, a B.

METhOd
At the end of the semester, after the assignment 
due date was past, an informal, anonymous survey 
was distributed to the students. The survey con-
sisted of open-ended questions:

 1. What time does your class meet?
 2. What was the most useful thing about consult-

ing with a librarian?
 3. How would you rate the approachability and 

helpfulness of the librarian you worked with? 
 4. What was the biggest challenge in doing your 

research?
 5. Would you consult a librarian again for an-

other research assignment? Why or why not?
 6. If you did not do a consultation, what was the 

reason you chose not to?

Among the three classes, 76 of 85 students (89 
percent) completed the survey. 

After collecting and closely reading students’ 
responses, we coded each student’s survey with 
tags signifying themes the student mentioned. 
This coding technique is described by Gorman 
and Clayton as “the key to meaningful data analy-
sis” and allows us to create “new descriptive con-
figurations” from the responses to the open-ended 
survey questions.13 In effect, coding the responses 
allows us to look for common themes and associa-
tions in the survey results. 

To create tags with which to code the respons-
es, we looked for common words, phrases, and 
meanings in the students’ open-ended responses. 
For instance, many respondents valued librarians 
who offered a new perspective in their research 
process, so we created the tag different insight/per-
spective. A few of the responses that were coded 
with this tag used phrases like “second opinion,” 
“different ideas,” “different views,” and “getting 
more ideas,” when answering question 4, “What 
was the most useful thing about consulting with a 
librarian?” Relevancy was coded to a response not 
only when the word “relevant” was present but 
also when the student described, for example, 
“finding applicable resources” or “finding the right 
information.” We coded each survey response with 
all appropriate tags, which means most responses 
received multiple tags. More examples of tags and 
their corresponding survey responses are included 
in table 1.
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Table 1. Tags

Tag number of 
Responses

Percentage 
of Total 

Responses

Quotes from Corresponding Survey 
Responses (Question # to which the 
Quote is Responding)

Locating sources 35 46% “Finding the actual sources.” (#4)

Relevancy 32 42%
“Getting the specific research that I needed 
that dealt directly with my topic.” (#4)

Professional knowledge 27 36%
“The librarian’s extensive knowledge of com-
puter data bases and how to use them.” (#2)

Time 25 33%
“It helped me know faster ways to find what 
I’m looking for.” (#2)

Topic 24 31%
“The biggest challenge is narrowing my re-
search and finding specific sources.” (#4)

Different insight 13 17%
“They [the librarians] helped me see different 
ways of finding sources.” (#2)

Narrow search 11 14%
“Help with narrowing down my search fields.” 
(#2)

Information overload 10 13%

“The biggest challenge in doing my research 
was narrowing down my topic and searching 
through the massive amounts of information 
to find exactly what I needed.” (#4)

Library anxiety 10 13%
“I felt I had dumb questions, but she didn’t 
treat them like they were stupid, so that was 
helpful.” (#3)

Keywords 10 13%
“Learning what key words were the most 
helpful.” (#2)

 Critical thinking 9 12%
“It gave me a good starting point for con-
tinuing to develop my thesis and follow up 
research.” (#2)

Databases 8 10%
“Finding all the different research databases 
from the library homepage to use for scholarly 
sources.” (#2)

On my own 7 9%
“No. I can usually do things by myself and 
find my own resources.” (#5 & 5A)

Website 7 9%
“Learning more about the library website for 
research.” (#2)

Scholarly/peer-reviewed 
sources

6 8% “Learning how to find scholarly articles.” (#2)

Start 5 7%
“Yes. Because it was helpful to know where to 
START!” (#5 & 5A)

Credibility of sources 5 7%
“Yes. It saved me the hassel [sic] of trying to 
figure out where to get reliable information.” 
(#5 & 5A)

Library instruction 3 4%
“I never met with a librarian but I was helped 
in my class.” (#2)

Motivation 3 4% “Being motivated to do it.” (#4)
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Specific tags were not found to be exclusive 
to certain survey questions. That is, while more 
of the relevancy themes were found in response to 
question 4, this theme was also found in response 
to questions 2, 3, and 5. Indeed, many of the rel-
evancy respondents reported relevancy themes in 
more than one question response. Because almost 
all the tag themes could be found in response 
to almost all of the open-ended questions, our 
analysis focuses on the tags. We did not break 
down and analyze responses and tags by question 
because of this variation and because the tagging 
process had already effectively revealed themes in 
the responses.

dIScUSSON
Even though visiting the reference desk was a 
required course activity, not all students chose to 
participate. According to class records, only 56 of 
85 students (66 percent) completed this assign-
ment. This number is lower than the students’ self-
reported reference desk activity. According to the 
anonymous surveys, 65 of 76 (86 percent) student 
respondents completed the assignment (see table 
2). There a few likely reasons for this discrepancy 
other than deliberate misinformation. Librarians 
may have forgotten to record students’ reference 
desk visits, or the students may not have indicated 
that they were completing a class assignment at 
the time of the consultation and therefore did not 
get credit in the class records. Some students also 
may not have fully understood the assignment and 
thought consulting with a librarian in the library 
instruction sessions completed the requirement. 
Because of this discrepancy, we cannot be sure all 
student comments refer only to the reference desk. 
Some students may just be reflecting on in-class 
consultations with the librarian. However, their 
comments are helpful in understanding the larger 
student perspective of consultations with refer-
ence librarians.

The survey responses indicated that students 
who did not participate in a reference consultation 
felt they could research on their own, had no time, 
forgot about the assignment, or did not give the 

consultation assignment high priority. The follow-
ing is a sample of student responses:

[I had] more important classes that needed 
my attention.

The help I received to search on the net 
during our workshops was enough to help 
me find what I needed (and, yes, those are 
scholarly sources).

A large portion, sixty-six students (87 percent), 
reported that they would consult again with a li-
brarian while six students (8 percent) stated they 
would not. Four respondents (5 percent) did not 
answer this question. Of the six who said they 
would not seek reference librarian help again, four 
of them said they would not do so because they 
felt confident in their ability to locate information 
on their own in the future. Three implied that they 
learned how to research well enough from library 
instruction sessions or from the reference desk 
interactions to believe they would be able to re-
search without reference help in the future. While 
the response to question 5 seems overwhelmingly 
positive toward reference desk consultations, other 
issues brought out in the survey, which we discuss 
below, seem to gray this area. 

Table 1 indicates how many responses were 
coded with each tag. The tagging process revealed 
nearly twenty common themes in respondents’ 
remarks. Comments indicate that most students 
found librarians’ professional knowledge helpful 
and that they appreciated learning how to locate 
sources and find relevant information. In fact, lo-
cating sources, professional knowledge, and relevancy 
were the three most frequent tags (see table 1). The 
popularity of these tags and many of the others is 
not unexpected. Librarians make use of profes-
sional knowledge to locate relevant sources for 
students and help them learn search skills. While 
the high frequency of these tags reveals positive 
conceptions of reference interactions and substan-
tiate reference and instruction objectives, many 
slightly less common tags revealed more complex 
and occasionally less positive conceptions. 

Table 2. Completion Rates for Reference Desk Consultation

Class Records Survey Self Reporting

Completed Reference Desk Consultation 56 (66%) 65 (86%)

Failed to Complete Reference Desk Consultation 29 (33%) 11 (14%)

Total 85 (100%) 76 (100% of surveys; 89% of  
class enrollment)
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Associated Tags
Twelve percent of respondents discussed critical 
thinking; this indicates that some students were 
encouraged to think beyond merely finding the 
required number of resources for their persuasive 
papers. Additionally, many respondents who men-
tioned critical thinking also discussed topics. One 
logical explanation for this link might be that dis-
cussion of their paper topics in library instruction 
sessions led students to think more critically about 
the research process. The process of explaining a 
research question to a reference librarian results 
in a conversation that illustrates the importance 
of specifying and refining search criteria to yield 
relevant results. This process can be an invalu-
able lesson in critical thought and precision. One 
student verbalized this in a response to question 
4, “What was the biggest challenge in doing your 
research?” 

Trying to put in the exact words and reach-
ing a conclusion on a lot of my research 
topics. I was always trying to look for a 
huge broad topic, but narrowing it down 
helped out a lot.

The beauty of this type of transaction is that it 
is often self-perpetuating: Students are introduced 
to a skill they may not have known even existed, 
and they become capable of practicing that skill in 
future research-based projects.

A similar association seems to exist between 
the tags keywords and different insight. This might 
imply that students who appreciated the contribu-
tions of librarians’ insights were also particularly 
impressed with librarians’ skill at brainstorming 
different keywords or even the concept of keyword 
brainstorming. This may also indicate that think-
ing about keywords helped students to realize and 
appreciate that others’ points of view can be help-
ful in the research process.

Library Anxiety: A Persistent Issue
Several comments (13 percent) were tagged with 
library anxiety, indicating that these students felt 
overwhelmed by the library and hesitant to ask for 
help. Library anxiety was first explicitly identified 
by Mellon in 1986.14 In our survey, students ap-
pear to still suffer from this affliction. They wor-
ried that their questions were “dumb” or “stupid,” 
and they “felt a little weird asking [them].” They 
described the library as “huge” and mysterious and 
the research process as “intimidating.” However, 
all library anxiety responses also indicated that 
working with librarians helped them overcome 

this anxiety. Eighty percent of library anxiety re-
sponses credited librarian’s professional knowl-
edge with making them feel more comfortable. 
These results signify the importance of personal 
interaction in reducing library anxiety and also 
further support Mellon’s findings.15 Similarly, in 
his article “Are Reference Desks Dying Out?” Carl-
son also notes that the majority of students prefer 
face-to-face interaction.16 Despite this preference, 
our exploratory study revealed that many students 
still feel initially uncomfortable when approach-
ing a librarian for help. Even though all library 
anxiety respondents said they would consult with 
a librarian again, we cannot know whether these 
students would have been able to get past their 
anxiety without library instruction. Would they 
ever approach the reference desk if it was not a 
class assignment or if their anxiety had not already 
been reduced in library instruction sessions? To 
overcome this anxiety-induced hesitancy, Fister 
claims that “being required to use the reference 
desk absolves the student of that strange burden 
of shame” so many students feel when asking for 
help.17 Our study seems to confirm this state-
ment. Hopefully our reference desk consultation 
assignment will encourage students to establish a 
behavior pattern of seeking reference help that will 
continue through their college careers.

Perceptions of Time and Reference 
Services
A large portion of respondents mentioned time 
(33 percent). Of the twenty-five comments tagged 
time, there were many variations that can be bro-
ken into three sub-tags: saved time, no time, and 
contradictory. Most of these students (fourteen, or 
56 percent of the time comments) say that con-
sulting with a librarian saves time, and all of the 
saved time students say they would consult with 
a librarian again. When asked why they would 
consult with a librarian in the future, saved time 
respondents wrote the following: 

Because i [sic] lose a lot of time researching 
for the wrong thing.

It would save me loads of time. 

It saved me the hassel [sic] of trying to figure 
out where to get reliable information.

However, no time respondents (nine, or 36 
percent of the time comments) expressed a con-
cern that reference desk consultations take too 
much time, though seven of these students say 
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they would consult with a librarian in the future. 
They reason that if they had time, a consultation 
would be helpful. Many (five out of nine) no time 
respondents said they did not complete the refer-
ence desk consultation assignment because of time 
constraints. One of the no time respondents who 
did complete the assignment reported that the 
desk consultation “took time and [it] was some-
what difficult to explain the topic and what you 
wanted to find in a short amount of time.” Two 
students give contradictory statements. These stu-
dents state that consulting with a librarian saves 
time, but they had no time to do so. One student 
says that working with a librarian in class “helped 
me to find sources quicker” but “I didn’t have time 
to do a consultation [at the reference desk].”

Conceptions of libraries and time have been 
around for decades. Ranganathan’s “Fourth Law 
of Library Science” is to “save the time of the 
reader.”18 Ranganathan thought reference librar-
ians, with their vast knowledge of library work-
ings and their ability to connect a reader to re-
sources and research tools, were fundamental to 
the Fourth Law. Massey-Burzio’s 1998 focus group 
study seems to confirm that users’ time is of the 
upmost importance.19 However, while Massey-
Burzio concludes that library instruction is often 
a waste of time and that reference services should 
be better marketed to the campus community, we 
believe not only that library instruction classes 
are useful but also that these sessions offer great 
opportunities to market the skills of reference li-
brarians to students. Seventy-nine percent of saved 
time respondents mentioned the timesaver aspect 
of reference consultations as the reason they would 
consult again. As simple as it may seem to librar-
ians, library instructors should make explicit in 
class that consultations with reference librarians 
will save them time. Emphasizing time savings is 
a simpler message than extemporizing about the 
vastness and utility of librarians’ expertise and can 
be conveyed in class through a quick discussion, 
searching demonstrations, and stump-the-librari-
an challenges. We feel that explicitly highlighting 
the time-saving benefits of reference consultations 
both in class and in library marketing campaigns 
may help convince students to engage in reference 
consultations. 

cONcLUSION
While most of the informal survey results are 
highly positive, many larger questions were un-
covered in the responses. Even with prior library 
instruction—or perhaps because of it—students in 
our exploratory study generally perceive value in  

reference desk consultations, and these consulta-
tions seem particularly helpful in decreasing li-
brary anxiety. Most students insist that they would 
consult with a librarian in the future. However, 
many students, even when they were required to 
do so, did not visit the desk. The survey results 
indicate that 14 percent of the students did not 
participate in the reference desk assignment while 
the class records set the nonparticipatory rate at 
33 percent. This means that 14–33 percent of 
students in our classes did not visit the reference 
desk. One reason for this may be that students 
have contradictory conceptions of time and the 
reference desk. 

Though many students seemed to think the 
reference desk consultations saved them time, 
others claimed that they had no time for the con-
sultations. The latter group stated that they were 
too busy and stressed to bother with a reference 
desk visit. Perhaps reference librarians are correct 
to experiment with service points and new ways of 
reaching out to students. However, the results of 
this exploratory study do not speak to how the ref-
erence desk should be configured or reimagined; 
rather, the results indicate that reference consulta-
tions should be marketed to students as time sav-
ers. What if the root cause of students’ resistance 
to visit the reference desk is not a matter of local 
or technological convenience, but a misconcep-
tion that librarians do not save students time? We 
posit that it is likely a mixture of both. Many of the 
students who came to the desk and who will come 
back in the future realize consultations with refer-
ence librarians save time. In addition, a common 
reason cited by students who did not visit the ref-
erence desk was a lack of time. If we can convince 
students that consultations actually save them 
time, perhaps we can begin to reverse falling refer-
ence desk statistics. However, student conceptions 
of time in relation to the reference desk should be 
examined in a more in-depth study to better un-
derstand our exploratory survey results.

In the meantime, we will continue to require 
our students to visit the reference desk. This as-
signment helps calm library anxiety and makes 
many students realize that reference librarians can 
save them time in the research and writing process. 
In our experience, this assignment not only con-
vinces most students of the value of reference con-
sultations but also produces higher quality student 
research, and consequently, better writing.
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