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The Washington VR Summit:

Post-summit Report

February 22, 2005

Prepared by Buff Hirko, Project Coordinator


On February 9, 2005, sixty representatives from twenty-nine academic, public, special, and school libraries in Washington, Oregon and British Columbia met at Seattle Public Library to discuss the future of virtual reference service in the state and region.  

Keynote speaker Joe Janes (University of Washington Information School) gave a brief overview of the Statewide Virtual Reference Project’s origin and activities since 2001, then reviewed current issues and considerations for the future.  Among many cogent remarks, he said:
· We need to re-think “reference transaction” as an ongoing process rather than a one-time question/answer exchange.
· The library moved beyond the wall and most of us didn’t notice it.  We got stuck in the building.

· Collaboration has become common at all levels.  The Pacific Northwest has provided leadership in cooperative efforts, training, marketing software, evaluation, and education.

· The VR Project has taken risks in a “responsible way.”  The challenge is to transition to a sustainable process.

· Open questions include funding, increasing popular support, mutual incentives for all participants, staff buy-in, user needs and opinions, the changing nature of inquiries, users and technology.

· How do we sustain, manage, incorporate, regularize and institutionalize the service?  It cannot be other, additional or expendable.  We must make VR unremarkable, yet meaningful and distinctive.
· Nominal research has been made over the past 50 years in evaluating user perceptions.

· Questions for the future:

· What skill sets do we need?  The Digital Reference Education Initiative has prepared a rubric of competencies, largely based on the core competencies developed for Washington’s VRS Training program. (see http://drei.syr.edu/pdf/DREICompetenciesDraft092004.pdf)
· What is the nature of the practice—i.e., how should we do it?

· Hours and setting should relate to when customers need answers (rather than when we want to offer service)

· Where do people want to find us and for what?  Not just library web sites, but city agencies, Kiwanis, university home pages, athletic departments….  Implies points of contact between people with specific information needs and the library.

· What should we focus on?  What we do best, uniquely, added value.  Clarifying questions, multiple approaches, knowing when to stop.

· What can we give up?  What are we doing only because we’ve “always done it.”  We can improve the searching process.

· Ready Reference is no longer the most important thing we do, but we based the reference service model on it.  It’s no longer sustainable.  The model must be based on what THEY want and WE can do.
· How much reference do we need?  If we don’t ask this, others (mayors, provosts, etc.) will and they may tell us we are a luxury in a world where people have other options.

· If we ask the question, we can do something principled and professional.  Consider:
· Are we overstaffed?

· How do we measure and evaluate “reference”?

· Can we make reference broader and bigger?  The Question World is huge!

· How would we know if we were doing the right amount?

· Should the library director be the CIO of the institution, city…?

· How much do we want to do for the community and for ourselves as professionals?

· Local considerations for cooperation:  Google or a librarian?  You choose.

· Finally, are we worth it?  If so, how do we convey the case?

Susan McGlamery (OCLC) then detailed elements and issues for collaboration.  Her points included:

· Why cooperate?
· Increased coverage (hours of service)

· Make staff available when people have questions

· Visibility and utility increase

· Depth of service (e.g., subject and language expertise)

· Art, science, medical, business, law, cooking, readers’ advisory, genealogy, Spanish, etc.

· Public, academic, special collaboratives

· Facilitate other types of cooperation (collegiality, best practices) by working with other libraries and groups

· Issues:

· Governance and administration

· Establishment and maintenance of shared policies
· Uniform service model:  scope of service, follow-up and referral, shared resources, member library responsibilities (e.g., hours of coverage)

· Staffing and scheduling:  who coordinates?  Complicated in the cooperative environment.

· Training:  best practices, oversight

· Leadership:  recruiting service providers, publicity, sustainability/growth (more members = less cost per member)

· Knowledge management

· Library policies database – how is access to other libraries’ databases provided?

· Knowledge database and shared FAQs – what resources are available at member libraries?

· Scripted messages and URLs (based on library policies and FAQs)

· Pathfinders

· Consider a listserv or blog for communication – not everything can be referred

· Quality control – session transcripts are invaluable for evaluating how your library patrons and your staff are handling questions in the cooperative environment.  This is an ongoing challenge; lots of questions but few are evaluated.
· What process should be used?  

· Review sessions.  Review follow-up (getting back to patrons with supplementary information)

· Public vs. academic mission:  answering the question or helping the student learn?

· Cooperation is the key to success!  Cooperative hours make the library more useful to the community.  Each librarian adds unique professional resources for a stronger service.

· Resource sharing is a more sustainable model.

A morning session led by Buff Hirko reviewed Statewide Virtual Reference Project activities to date and the current structure of the project.  The entire group discussed these in the context of sustainability.   What was the value of support activities?  What was missed or neglected?  What efforts need to continue?  What can be discontinued?  
The current structure concentrates on support rather than operational service.  Washington contrasts with other statewide initiatives that offer a single-vendor, centrally administered model.  While this means that many progressive support activities have been organized and implemented, it also has delayed development of a model for statewide funding and/or collaboration.
Pre-summit survey responses indicated a high level of awareness for most project activities.  While about one-third of replies indicated concern over stable funding for VR service, there were many more thoughtful issues such as stretched staffs, changing technology, and lack of infrastructure in schools.  

Activities completed to date were noted:

· Annual postcard surveys

· Focus groups (2002)

· Two grant cycles with 13 funded proposals

· QuestionPoint Washington cooperative group (ongoing)

· Wallii (Librarians’ Index to the Internet for the state of Washington)

· Homeschooler events that revealed an untapped well of interest and support

· UW-KCLS marketing guidelines

· Library ambassador presentations (a failure, given only 2 out of 30 possible events were requested)

· Anytime, Anywhere Answers training classes (12 to date; 130 learners)

· Introductory VR workshops

· VET:  The Virtual Evaluation Toolkit.

Many suggestions and questions came out of the ensuing discussion:

· It was acknowledged that the exemplary AAA training program would be difficult to provide in-house

· Janes’ question “What kind of reference do we need?” was cited as a priority issue for the PNW region.
· Assemble a collaborative group to examine costs, especially on a regional basis

· Communication within cooperatives regarding policies is essential

· Solving funding/support will eliminate nay-sayers

· Specifying partnerships in grant applications allowed projects to move forward and sparked collaboration

· It would be useful to share information about technology platforms being used by different libraries/groups—what’s good, bad.  Discuss other kinds of sharing cross-platform/vendor.

· Wide agreement that we should call it “collaborative reference” rather than “virtual” or “digital reference.”  This will help institutionalize the service.

· We need a community of informed trainers to keep up with the moving edge.  

· Expectations for the Washington State Library include:

· Coordination

· Leadership

· A roadmap for continuing if WSL can’t continue to provide such support

· Expanded role as state pushes to lessen duplication of effort

· Support for transition to a statewide consortium includes:

· Shared server

· Help with changing software platforms

· Sharing policies (sample policy pages and links), marketing and publicity ideas and efforts  [Buff noted the current Statewide Marketing Initiative—see http://www.secstate.wa.gov/library/libraries/projects/marketing/]

Should we have a statewide/regional collaborative service?  With WSL support or without?  What are the barriers?  Can we break them down, work together to fix them?

· Competing goals and policies
· Initiating (not re-inventing) policies; sharing them in collaboration

· Academic-public library mission clashes – how to deal with the two different approaches (24/7Reference offers two separate national collaboratives)

· Evaluation in terms of serving the community

· Quality control

· Issues raised by international issues – copyright, service across jurisdictions

Afternoon breakout sessions discussed six topics in depth:  marketing, training, evaluation, collaboration, technology, and the role of WSL.  At the end of the day, the group re-convened to review the results of these sessions.  The “big stuff” that emerged included:
· There is a continuing need for someone (like the current project coordinator) at WSL to provide leadership:  centralized, tracking technology, coordinating training, and communicating/networking with libraries.

· A transitional state-level council should be established that includes representatives from multi-type libraries and multiple regions.  The coordinator should work with this group (paralleling the current Project Coordinator/Steering Committee structure); funding could come from member fees. [Note:  funding per se was not seen as an immediate issue, but rather was something to be explored by the council.]
· Collaboration is essential.  Representatives at the Summit do not want to “go it alone.”
· To what extent do we collaborate?  These decisions will influence all of the components.

· We need to focus on “collaborative reference”!

· The first task of the council should be to determine what libraries want (a survey).

· In addition to the current training, there is a need for online tutorials and self-paced classes, as well as user training

· Collaborative reference should be integrated with other WSL projects as much as possible

· Content of council proceedings must be communicated back to libraries

· Marketing!  Consider establishing a listserv, blog, wiki or other format.

The Steering Committee is now tasked with exploring and developing the recommendations made during the Summit.  The timeline runs from now until the end of the LSTA-funded project (September 2006).  At that time, the group envisioned the implementation of a model for statewide collaborative reference service.


