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Abstract

Reference service in library, which connects information resources
with patrons, is one of the most important part of public service and al-
so the most active one in a library. It improves with social and technol-
ogy development. The social development helps it become more and
more popular, while the technology development creates better environ-
ment and method to enhance the service efficiency. Network and digital
library bring it another chance to develop. For it is natural for adminis-
trators and reference librarians to pursue better ways to meet patrons’
information need in digital library situation. The ever — developing
technology and information service given by non - library organizations
expands a new world for reference service in libraries and then helps to
give birth to the digital reference. American libraries lead the way in
digital reference field as they do in the development of digital library.
Many libraries in other countries such as Canada, Singapore and Eng-
land build their digital reference following American libraries. Digital
reference in libraries atiracting our Chinese these years, some outstand-
ing libraries, such as Peking University Library and Shanghai Library
Consortia, began to implement digital reference services to their pa-
trons. As we are still at the first stage, it will benefit us much to learn
from the well developed digital reference project in American libraries.
Wisely taking their theory and practice can help us better build digital
reference in our libraries. It is necessary to find out what digital refer-

ence is run in American libraries, how people manage it, what and how
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can be applied in our practice. So the author chose digital reference in
American libraries as the topic for this dissertation. She used the flow-
ing research methods, such as survey, observing, and literature re-
search, statistics and analyze, and comparative research. This disserta-
tion contains 8 chapters, related to 4 aspects. They are current status of
digital reference in American libraries in chapter 1, introduction and a-
nalysis of digital reference service system in American libraries from
chapter 2 to 6, research & development on digital reference in Ameri-
can libraries in chapter 7 and conclusion and applied research within
the military training network in China in chapter 8.

1 Current status of digital reference in American libraries

The paper titled as “Personal Relations Between Librarians and
Readers” by Samuel Green in 1876 established the modern age of ref-
erence service in libraries in America. Green suggested that in order
to build the personal relation between library and reader the reference
librarian was to perform four functions; (1) instructing the reader in
the ways of the library; (2) assisting the reader with his queries; (3)
aiding the reader in the selection of good works; and (4) promoting
the library within the community. While libraries today are certainly
different from how they were in Green’s time, the functions of the li-
brarian have remained constant but need to be expanded in the new
information environment so to meet the patrons need. Librarians keep
adopt new technology to do reference service. Digital libraries and In-
ternet bring another chance to develop reference. According to litera-
ture research, the first try of digital reference was given by Maryland
Health library in 1984, which began to serve their patrons by e —
mail. Soon after that, web form was used to collect user’ s information

need. In 1992, AskERIC service started the AskA service in the
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world. About in 1997, real time information interchange tools, such
as instant message and chat were used in digital reference service and
started synchronous digital reference. Digital reference in American li-
braries is divided into two kinds, synchronous and asynchronous digit-
al reference. Traditional reference and digital reference are differing in
many aspects; for example, the service medium, service method and
skill are much different in traditional and digital reference. Digital ref-
erence helps librarians to do user instruction, delivers information and
80 on. Some theories on digital reference build the foundation for de-
veloping software, standards and project plans in America. They are
the 5 roles in digital reference by Michael McClennen and Memmott,
the 5 steps in service by David Lankes and the 6 procedures in build-
ing and maintaining digital reference by David Lankes and Abby S.
Kasowitz. The author gives a detailed introduction to QuestionPoint
project developed by LC and OCLC.

2 Introduction and analysis of digital reference service sys-
tem in American libraries

The digital reference service system contains 5 parts. They are
digital information resources and reference sources, digital reference
technology and tools, professional knowledge & skills for digital refer-
ence librarians and patrons, development and implementation digital
reference standards, management and evaluation to digital reference.
From chapter 2 to chapter 6, each chapter focuses on one of those top-
ics above, so to answer what and how digital reference service is run
in American libraries.

3 Research & development on digital reference in Ameri-
can libraries

It is a popular way to promote a course by paying heavy attention
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to research & development, and so does digital reference. Library as-
sociation, research institute in information management field, library
school, software and service vendor in digital reference community '
and digital reference consortium are the key roles in digital reference
research & development activities. Scholars in this field care both
practical and theoretical aspects of digital reference, which help to
guide digital reference to be better developed and achieve high effi-
ciency goal. The most attractive characteristics of research & develop-
ment activities about digital reference in American libraries are people
paying heavy attention to theoretical research, adhering to collabora-
tive research and always leading their research focus on meet patrons
need.

4 Conclusion and Applied research

Through literature research and digital reference websites survey,
the author gives a whole picture about the digital reference in China.
With a comparative research on digital reference in libraries between
China and America, the author offers some suggestions on building
and maintaining digital reference in libraries in China. Basing on all
the research above and the situation of the military training network in
China, the author designs a blueprint to build collaborative digital ref-
erence system in the network. The blueprint includes the definition of
the collaborative digital reference service system, description and a-
nalysis of the system, advantages and disadvantages in building the

system, suggestions on building and maintaining the system.
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