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1 Introduction

Evaluation of reference services is an essential process in a reference department.
Proper evaluation can be used to improve services, manage resources more effectively,
and supply administrators with quantifiable measures of the quantity and quality of the
service provided (Allen, 2001, p. 246). Although it has existed in some form since the
emergence of the profession, the evaluation procedure for reference grew in complexity
and garnered more interest from librarians and researchers in the mid-twentieth century
(Ibid.). Since then, methods such as unobtrusive testing (Crowley & Childers, 1971, pp.
1-96) and new media (i.e., chat/IM reference) have challenged researchers to explore new
possibilities of reference evaluation.

Information professionals have answered this challenge with an abundance of
research on reference service assessment in academic main libraries; however, very little
has been published in regards to reference service assessment in academic music
libraries. In fact, a review of the literature shows only two assessments of reference
service in music libraries: a 1994 study by the Music Library Association’s (MLA)
Reference Performance Subcommittee (Christensen, 2001, pp. 39-54) and a survey by the
MLA Information Sharing Subcommittee in 2002 (Szymanski & Fields, 2005, pp. 634-
658).

The need for separate reference assessment in music libraries is a prominent
concern for music librarians (Clegg, 1985, pp. 69-75). Music librarians have long

recognized the complexities of their discipline which distinguish its reference work from



that of other types of libraries, for example: “multiple physical manifestations of
musical compositions in various sound recording, video recording, and score formats, and
publication of works in collections and series,” (Christensen, 2001, p. 40) the unique
cataloging system which relies heavily on uniform titles, and the growing
interdisciplinary nature of the field (Davidson, 1993, pp. 13-22). These differences often
make it difficult for the patron to navigate the public catalog and require more in-depth
bibliographic instruction on the part of the music librarian.

The 1994 study by the MLA’s Reference Performance Subcommittee
(Christensen) surveyed thirteen libraries and evaluated differences between reference
transactions in music libraries and those in general libraries. The study found that there
are marked differences in the way reference is conducted in these two environments. The
results of this article emphasize the need for reference evaluation research that evaluates
academic music libraries distinctly from general libraries.

The 2002 survey by the MLA Information Sharing Subcommittee (Szymanski)
surveyed librarians to ascertain the degree to which they provided virtual reference
service, such as e-mail and chat. The results of this article “are descriptive only, since
survey participants volunteered rather than being chosen through a valid and reliable
statistical process (Szymanski, 2005, 635).” The results of the survey provided only a
snapshot of reference services at a particular time and explicitly called for further
research in quality assessment of reference service in music libraries (Szymanski, 2005,
p. 649).

The lack of the literature on reference evaluation in academic music libraries and

the findings of the two empirical studies cited provide strong evidence on that academic



music libraries need to be studied separately from the general reference environment and
that particular studies in reference evaluation in this context is necessary. The current
study will do both of those things. In addition, this study will investigate questions that
were not explored in the previous studies. The current study is motivated by the model
and suggestions of the Reference Performance Subcommittee study in that it separates
out music reference for special evaluation. However, this study moves beyond the
Reference Performance Subcommittee study by attempting to evaluate the relationship
between the quality of the reference transaction and the media on which it is offered.

In particular, this study addresses two research questions that are currently

unanswered by the existing empirical studies on reference in academic music libraries.

Specifically:
1. What electronic media do academic music libraries use in their
provision of reference services?
2. Are there any differences in the quality of services provided between

differing types of electronic media?

The purpose of this study is to observe, analyze and evaluate the quality of
reference services in academic music libraries. By unobtrusively gathering data from a
large sample of academic music libraries, this study identifies the extent of the use of
electronic media in providing reference service and provides evidence of the quality of

services associated with each media.



2 Literature Review

Very little literature has been published regarding reference service performance
in academic music libraries. The literature that exists on music reference is comprised
primarily of essays and reflections by practicing librarians (Casey and Taylor, 1995;
Gottlieb, 1994; Lasocki, 1999-2000; Duckles, 1972; Redlich, 1993; Duggan, 1987). A
review of the literature yields only two empirical studies assessing reference service in
music libraries: a study conducted in 1994 by the Music Library Association’s (MLA)
Reference Performance Subcommittee (Christensen, 2000, p. 39-54) and a survey issued
by the MLA Information Sharing Subcommittee in 2002 (Szymanski & Fields, 2005, p.
634-658).

The study produced by the MLA’s Reference Performance Subcommittee in 1994
surveyed thirteen libraries and evaluated differences between reference transactions in
music libraries compared to general libraries. The study was an obtrusive reference study
which employed the Wisconsin-Ohio Reference Evaluation Program (WOREP)' to
evaluate the reference transactions.  The results of the WOREP evaluation notes the
ways in which reference services in music libraries vary from that of the central/general
library: music libraries “rely heavily on student and paraprofessional employees to refer,
or even to answer, reference questions,”" the types of materials found in the music library
and the multiple instantiations of a single work makes music reference work extremely
complicated, and music cataloging varies from other disciplines with its heavy reliance
on complex uniform titles and form-genre subject headings (Christensen, 2000, p. 40)."

Music reference librarians also require a higher degree of subject specialty knowledge (in

music) than general reference librarians, which results in different ways of conducting the



reference interview. For example, Christensen points out that music reference librarians
tested with the WOREP survey instrument used “own knowledge” as a source 32.31% of
the time, while general reference departments tested using this survey only used “own
knowledge” as a source 12.75% of the time (p. 40). The results of this article, publishing
in 2001 as a progress report, emphasize the need for reference evaluation research that
treats the music librarian separately.

The study produced in 2002 by the MLA Information Sharing Subcommittee
surveyed forty-five librarians to ascertain the degree to which they provided virtual
reference service, such as e-mail and chat. The analysis predominantly examines the
hours these services are offered/used, the types of patrons served, and the time librarians
spend using each medium. The study found that 100% of respondents used e-mail to
answer reference questions, 77% used a Web based form to answer reference questions,
and 49% used a chat service to conduct reference. The respondents reported receiving
the majority of reference questions in person. In regards to chat reference, the study
found that chat reference was predominately offered between 1-3 p.m. in the libraries
queried. Many of these respondents mentioned that chat reference was handled through
cooperation with a larger system or consortium, with at least one respondent mentioning
that no music librarians were staffed for chat reference. The article, though descriptive
only, provided an idea of the types of media on which reference was being provided in
music libraries and explicitly called for further research in quality assessment of
reference services in music libraries (Szymanski & Fields, 2005, p. 649).

One way in which the current study distinguishes itself from the literature on

reference in music libraries is that it will be done unobtrusively, rather than obtrusively



(like the Christensen study) or on a volunteer basis (like the Szymanksi study). The
technique of unobtrusive evaluation (where an event is observed and evaluated without
the knowledge of those being observed) was first applied to library reference evaluation
by Terence Crowley in his 1968 dissertation (Bopp & Smith, 2001, p. 254). Crowley
used unobtrusive techniques to identify whether differences in budget affected the
reference answering ability of medium-sized public libraries in New Jersey. Crowley did
not find any significant data to answer his question, but did find that only 54.2% of the
questions were answered correctly (Crowley, 1968). Crowley’s study was replicated on a
larger scale by Tom Childers (1970). Childers, like Crowley, focused on New Jersey
libraries, but expanded the number of libraries and the range of questions. Childers’
study verified the findings of Crowley’s report, finding 55 to 64 percent accuracy.

To validate the unobtrusive technique, Weech and Goldhor (1982) conducted a
study comparing unobtrusive and obtrusive evaluation of reference services. They
surveyed five Illinois public libraries, asking fifteen questions at each. They found that
using unobtrusive techniques yielded an accuracy rate of 70%'" while obtrusive
measurers yielded a score of 85%. Their report “established the value of this technique in
providing an accurate picture of service provision by demonstrating that when reference
staff were aware that they were being evaluated, they correctly answered a larger
proportion of the questions” (Bopp & Smith, 2001, p. 254). By suggesting that reference
evaluation was done more accurately with this technique, Weech and Goldhor firmly
established unobtrusive evaluation as a valuable tool for evaluating reference services. In

addition, the authors “provided a wealth of detail on the use of student proxies” and



through this article “[a]nother important line of research was thus opened” (Crowley,
1985, p. 63).

Crowley (1985) revisited the subject of unobtrusive evaluation of reference
services to produce a literature review seven years after his initial study. Crowley’s
report provides summaries of the major unobtrusive studies done in that period of time
(i.e., Martin, Crowley, & Shaughnessy, 1969; Childers, 1970; Crowley & Childers, 1971;
King & Berry, 1973; Childers, 1978; Weech and Goldhor; McClure and Hernon, 1983)
and addresses issues of impact and ethics of the unobtrusive reference evaluation
technique.

One year after Crowley’s literature review, Hernon and McClure (1986)
published another work utilizing unobtrusive evaluation for reference services and coined
the term “55 percent rule.” This rule was a remark on the fact that since Crowley’s 1968
study, researchers had consistency been finding that librarians answered 55% of
questions accurately when tested unobtrusively. The authors provoked the reference
community by asserting that, due to these accuracy reports, “[p]erhaps libraries need to
consider the relative importance of ‘reference services’ vis-a-vis other library activities
and resource allocation priorities” (Hernon & McClure, 1986, p. 41). Hernon and
McClure concluded by saying that “unobtrusive testing will force librarians to address
issues regarding: the 55 percent reference rule; the appropriateness of incorporating
formal mechanisms of evaluation into library reference services; the quality of reference
services from the user’s perspective; [and] the research competencies of library staff to
conduct evaluation studies” (p. 41). To further emphasize the importance of the

unobtrusive technique for reference evaluation, Hernon and McClure (1987) authored a



10

book entitled Unobtrusive Testing and Library Reference Services. This book provides a
background of the technique, insight into designing methodology utilizing this technique,
results of the author’s studies, and the impact of this technique on management and
educational practices.”

Criticism of the “55 percent rule” and of the current practice of evaluation of
reference services has come from many different arenas. Authors such as Durrance
(1989) argued that “accuracy may not be the most appropriate measure of success” (p.
31) and conducted an unobtrusive study evaluating the environment in which reference
occurs. Durrance sought to examine other factors which may impact a patron’s
willingness to return to a particular library or librarian—beyond pure accuracy rates.
Durrance found that the environment “seems as much to interfere with as to facilitate and
effective reference interview” (p. 36) and urged future researchers to take the
environment into account, along with accuracy scores, when evaluating reference
services.

Another counterexample to the Hernon and McClure 55% rule is a study done by
Saxton and Richardson (2002) in which they randomly sampled actual questions rather
than inventing questions (as Hernon and McClure did). They evaluated the transactions
on many levels, including accuracy, and found that over 90% of the reference
transactions were judged to be completely/partially accurate, or provided the user with an
accurate referral (p.95). Hernon and McClure concluded that there was “strong evidence
that the expectation of “half-right reference’ is not supported when a large, random

sample of actual reference queries is examined” (p. 95).
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Hubbertz (2005) evaluated the methodology behind unobtrusive evaluations,
working on the premise that “if one sets aside the specifically unobtrusive aspect of
[unobtrusive] studies, what is left is nothing more than a standardized test” (p. 328). In
evaluating the history of unobtrusive evaluation of reference services, Hubbertz claims
that “the uniform test requirement has been violated, so far as can be determined, in
virtually every unobtrusive evaluation since Childers” (p. 329). Hubbertz boldly asserts
that:

It has been established beyond any serious question that

unobtrusive evaluation does not measure the overall quality

of reference service, that overall scores in the middle range

are an artifact of the methodology, and that the 55 percent

rule’ of Hernon and McClure is a spurious generalization.

As the analysis shows that the purported rule is not half-

wrong or partly wrong, but simply nonsense, there is no

reason to elaborate the argument further. (p. 333)
Despite these strong admonitions against unobtrusive evaluation, Hubbertz maintains that
it could be a useful tool, among others, if standardized and used “properly” (p. 335).

The tool of unobtrusive evaluation has been particularly useful in evaluating the
assorted media with which reference services are conducted—namely telephone, chat,
virtual reference, and e-mail. In regards to telephone reference, Paskoff (1989) evaluated
51 academic health sciences libraries and hospital libraries via telephone inquiries. Using
unobtrusive evaluation techniques, Paskoff and one trained graduate-student proxy
queried the libraries with six factual questions. She found an accuracy score that was
“average” (63%) and that referrals accounted for 25.1% of the answers given (Paskoff,

1989, p. 175). This referral rate “was one of the highest of any of the unobtrusive studies

of reference service that have been reported” (p. 178). Paskoff speculated that this may
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“indicated a different attitude toward the user by health sciences librarians than by those
in academic and public libraries” (p. 178). Paskoff’s study was the “first unobtrusive
study of the accuracy of telephone reference service in health sciences libraries” (p. 183).
Paskoff’s study informs other studies that look at evaluating reference in subject-specific
libraries.

Chat/virtual and e-mail reference are particularly well-suited for unobtrusive
evaluation, due to the anonymity and the production of transcripts from each transaction.
Ward (2004) analyzed 856 chat transactions from the University of Illinois “Ask a
Librarian” virtual reference service (p. 48). These transactions were conducted by five
trained proxies: two graduate students in library and information science, and three
student assistants from the undergraduate library (p. 49). Questions used in Ward’s study
were found in the chat archive and from a previous study that utilized actual questions
(Woodward, 1989, 455-67). Ward used a “Completeness scale” which was based on
Childers’ “Correctness” scale (p. 49) to evaluate the chat transactions. The coding that
Ward used was based on the number of predetermined criteria present in each transaction.
In addition to studying the effectiveness of chat in answering reference questions, Ward
presented a metric for evaluating future reference transactions.

In the spirit of Durrance (1989), Walter and Mediavilla looked to examine chat
reference transactions for more than pure accuracy. The metric with which they
evaluated the 100+ online transactions in their study is called the “Virtual Reference
Behavior Checklist” (Walter & Mediavilla, 2005, 214), modeled after a form developed
by Gers and Seward (1985, p. 34). In addition to evaluating whether or not the librarian

exhibited “appropriate behavior,” they also evaluated the transcripts using discourse
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analysis. The idea of discourse analysis in analyzing chat (or e-mail reference, for that
matter), opens a new line of research for reference evaluation.

E-mail reference entered scholarly discussion in the 1980s with articles such as
Schardt’s (1983) “Electronic mail service: applications in the Pacific Northwest region”
and Roysdon and Elliott’s (1988) article “Electronic Integration of Library Services
Through a Campuswide Network.” Roysdon and Elliott’s article praised e-mail reference
for its convenience and accuracy over telephone reference. Roysdon and Elliott wrote
that “electronic reference encourages a more thoughtful, leisured, and coherent approach
to question answering” (Bushallow-Wilbur, DeVinney, & Whitcomb, 1996, p. 360).
However, they noted the limitations of this media, calling question negotiation via e-mail
“slow and often frustrating” (p. 360).

After e-mail reference had gained a more ubiquitous standing in the reference
community, Abels (1996) undertook a study at the University of Maryland to evaluate the
process of conducting e-mail reference. Abels’ research utilized 56 students acting as
librarians for the same number of student “clients.” The project was comprised of three
different phases: in the first phase, students conducted the reference interview using e-
mail only; in the second phase, students reviewed the previous transcripts, discussed the
reference interview in other modes (in-person and telephone), and conducted reference
interviews with real clients; in the third phase, students conducted reference interviews
with real clients in whichever mode the client preferred. The transcripts of all of these
reference interviews were collected to analyze the nature of the e-mail reference
interview and how it differed from other media. Abels also presents “a taxonomy of

approaches to e-mail reference interviews” (Abels, 1996, p. 348). Abels’ findings
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suggest that complex questions can be effectively answered using e-mail as a media for
reference transactions.

Since Abels’ analysis, many researchers have sought to evaluate e-mail reference
services using a variety of methods: Bushallow-Wildbur, DeVinney, and Whitcomb
(1996) evaluated 485 queries asked at three different University of Buffalo libraries,
looking to find insight on “who is asking what types of questions via electronic reference
service and when they are asking them” (p. 309); Moore (1998) studied e-mail reference
services at the University of Central Arkansas, evaluating who was asking questions and
when; Diamond and Pease (2001) analyzed 450 reference transactions received at
California State University Chico in an effort to categorize the types of questions
received by electronic means; Moeller (2003) analyzed transcripts from questions
submitted to Ohio State University’s Main Library Ask-A-Librarian e-mail reference
service to see who was asking questions and what types of questions they were asking.

What is lacking from much of this research evaluating reference in multiple media
is a standardized metric for observing quality. Many authors, (e.g., Crowley (1968),
Childers (1970), Weech and Goldhor (1982), Hernon and McClure (1986), and Paskoff
(1989)) implicitly evaluate accuracy as a measure of quality, although how they measure
accuracy varies. Childers (1970) defines his metric as the “Correctness Scale.” Ward
(2004) uses a “Completeness Scale” modeled in part after Childers’ scale (p. 49).
Christensen (2000) uses the Wisconsin-Ohio Reference Evaluation Program, in an
attempt to produced standardized results. Walter and Mediavilla use the “Virtual
Reference Behavior Checklist” (2005) modeled after a form created by Gers and Seward

(1985, p. 34). Durrance (1989) evaluates the quality of the transaction based on the
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patron’s willingness to return to the library. Similar metrics define quality as “the
different between a library user’s expectations and perceptions of service performance”
(Nitecki, 1996, p. 182). As Pomerantz, Luo and McClure (2006) have noted in their
review of evaluation techniques used in reference assessment: “In short, there is not lack
of proposed approaches and measures to assess reference services in general and chat
reference in particular” (p. 25). Saxton (1997) explored this issue in an article focusing
on meta-analysis of reference service evaluation. Saxton found that reference evaluation
is highly heterogeneous, making meta-analysis extremely difficult. Saxton’s concluded
with commenting that “until a modicum of consensus is reached on what definitions are
best to use, repetition of tests across multiple studies will rarely occur, making it difficult
to perform meta-analyses and ultimately nullifying the potential benefit that could be
gained from cumulative findings over many studies” (p. 287). This leaves the researcher
with the opportunity to choose whichever metric seems most relevant to the research
question, but also makes comparison of quality scores across research difficult.

The current study will build upon this previous literature. Although this study is
aimed specifically at academic music libraries, it will be informed by the body of general
reference assessment. In addition, this study will utilize the repertoire of literature on
digital reference to construct a sound study to compare both synchronous and
asynchronous reference media. Another important body of literature for this study is that
of unobtrusive evaluation, as this will be the first unobtrusive evaluation of reference
services in an academic music library. Lastly, this work is informed by the two previous

empirical studies on music librarianship, particularly the Christensen study, which



16

provides evidence that music libraries conduct reference in a way dissimilar from that of

general academic libraries and thus warrant specialized evaluation.
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3 Methodology

3.1 Technique

As stated earlier, this study was conducted using unobtrusive research techniques.
According to Babbie, unobtrusive research involves “methods of studying social behavior
without affecting it” (2004, p. 313). The method used for this study required the author
to “pose” as an average patron in order to simulate a typical reference transaction. These
transactions were conducted without the libraries or librarians being aware that a study is
being performed. This technique was chosen in an attempt to receive less biased
responses, informed by research that shows “that when reference staff were aware that
they were being evaluated, they correctly answered a larger proportion of the questions
(Allen, 2001, 254).” Utilizing this method strengthened the likelihood of observing less
biased responses. Collecting data unobtrusively, rather than on a voluntary basis,
differentiated this study from that of the Information Sharing Subcommittee study. In
addition, the Information Sharing Subcommittee asked for volunteers, while this study
evaluated all institutions identified as being in the population. This study differed
dramatically from previous studies and filled a void in the existing literature. A review of
the literature yielded no results of unobtrusive evaluation methods being applied to
academic music reference transactions, nor research evaluating the quality of the

reference transaction across multiple media.

3.2 Selection of music libraries
The first step in this study was to select the music libraries to be included. The

goal was to identify all academic music libraries in the population. For the purpose of
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this study, academic music libraries were defined as being music collections that: are
affiliated with an institution of higher education (excluding all orchestral, public, and
conservatory libraries); have at least one full-time music librarian on staff; are separated
from the main library collection in some way, although they can be combined with other
“arts” disciplines (i.e. Performing Arts Library, Fine Arts Library, Music/Dance Library,
etc.); and are in the United States.

Various sampling techniques were used to select the music libraries to be included
in this study, including purposive and snowball sampling. The initial selection criteria
for the libraries studied was that they be members of the Association for Research
Libraries (ARL). The assumption here was that this list would be representative of the
major academic music libraries in the nation. After excluding Canadian and public
libraries, the websites of the remaining 97 U.S. academic ARL libraries were searched for
potential music libraries. The results fell into four categories: 1) music holdings were
not explicitly mentioned on the website at all; 2) a self-described “music collection” was
mentioned, but that collection was not housed separately from the main library; 3) a self-
described “music collection” was held within an arts library (e.g., Fine Arts Library,
Performing Arts Library, etc.); and 4) the institution had a self-described Music Library
that was either housed completely separately or with one other discipline (i.e.
Music/Dance Library).

In an attempt to isolate those situations in which one would be interacting with a
music specialist, the first two categories were completely filtered out. In these categories,
it would be unlikely that a reference transaction would take place with a music specialist

or even a student assistant with experience in music materials. The third category was
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slightly more ambiguous, but libraries in this category were included when a music
librarian was on staff (nine libraries). All libraries in the fourth category were included in
this study (55 libraries).

After identifying this set of relevant libraries, it became obvious that gaps existed
in this list of academic music libraries. The next resource consulted was the Music
Library Association Membership Handbook. Searching through the list of academic
libraries with which individual members were affiliated elicited 42 more academic music
libraries, bringing the total number of academic music libraries to 106. This list of 106
music libraries was then sent to the listserv of the Music Library Association asking the
members of the listserv to check the list for accuracy and completeness. The responses
from this query added 27 more libraries to the fold, increasing the total to 133. A few
libraries were eliminated from this due to technical difficulties with their websites, and
The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill was eliminated because the librarians
were already familiar with the questions, the research, and the researcher. In total, 128
academic music libraries in the United States were included in this project.

One potential limitation of this study is the unknown sample frame from which the
academic music library list was collected. Since no data could be found to provide an
accurate number of the total number of academic music libraries in the United States, the
data are analyzed against an unknown population number. However, considerable effort
was made in the selection of the academic music library list to collect as comprehensive a
list as possible.

Once the academic music libraries had been identified and selected, data was

collected on the types of synchronous and asynchronous reference services offered at
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these libraries. More specifically, data was collected on whether or not these institutions
offered e-mail and instant messaging (or chat) reference. This data was gathered by
viewing the information available on the websites of both the music library and its
supporting university library system. It was noted whether or not the service was offered
by the particular library or as part of a university-wide service (typically either the

university’s main library or a consortium).

3.3 Selection of questions

In keeping with Saxton and Richardson’s methodology (2002) questions for this
study were taken from a binder of recorded reference questions asked at the University of
North Carolina Chapel Hill Music Library between July 15, 1996 and September 22,
1998. The five quest