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Librarian Interview Assignment-Jessica Miller
Introduction
	Every time I meet with Jessica Miller, I am always reminded of the qualities she is known for professionally. Her personality naturally has many of the traits that are essential for a quality reference librarian. She is attentive, willing to help, and has a good sense of where to find the answer. The main trait she has that I value the most though is the way she can make every discussion as stress-free and relaxing as possible. Full disclosure, she isn’t only my colleague, she’s also my immediate supervisor. So, I am very familiar with her work habits. Even though the accessibility was nice, it wasn’t the reason I chose to interview her. The main reason I selected her for this assignment was because of her work experience, which will be covered in the next section.
Background
[bookmark: _Hlk146820124]	Graduating with a MLIS degree from USF in 2011, Ms. Miller began working for the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library Cooperative (HCPLC) that same year. She started her career as a librarian in their History & Genealogy Department, where she assisted in all manner of research dealing with historical subjects and family histories. Eventually Miller was promoted to the position of Supervisory Librarian and moved on to other branches in the system. She served a similar role as the special collections librarian for the African American History & Genealogy Department located in the Robert W. Saunders, Sr. Public Library from 2015 to 2018. Miller eventually went on to manage the library system's Electronic Reference & Information center. ERI, as it is colloquially known among the library staff, acts as reference call center for patrons who call in or email with questions that can range from standard reference to the current time in Singapore to just about everything else in between. Miller served as the supervisor of ERI for almost 2 years. Her history & genealogy background has served Miller well in her current position of digitizing library artifacts and documents for future generations. Based at the Cooperative’s Technical Service Center, Miller typically no longer assists patrons with their reference questions, but remains as friendly and helpful as always.

General Discussion
	As we opened our discussion, I asked Miller what she thought were the top 3 qualities a reference librarian should have. Without hesitation, she answered, that in her opinion, every reference librarian should have active listening skills, because “[in the beginning of a reference interview] most people are not direct in conveying the information that they need [when] asking for help”. I asked her to elaborate, and Miller added that a reference librarian shouldn’t assume that they understand what the patron is asking for and should ask relevant, pointed questions to ensure that the actual question the patron has is determined. She then went on to add that another crucial trait is knowing what information resources are available, adding that this was “half the battle”. She continued by advising me that a reference librarian should become an expert on the repository holdings and digital resources of their library system. The third quality she recommends that all reference librarians have is they should be able to effectively communicate the requested information in a non-biased manner, adding that a good reference librarian should “never assume the reason why someone is seeking information, it isn’t our job to judge”.
	I then shifted gears and asked her what she thought the future of reference librarianship would look like. Miller thought about it briefly and responded by pointing out the continuing trend of librarians roaming the public floor and not being entrenched at the reference desk. She added that virtual references are becoming more popular and built on her answer by emphasizing that knowledge of other languages, cultures, and technologies will continue to increase in importance. She then went on to note the public’s increasing reliance on our library system’s Electronic Reference & Information center as a way to ask reference questions remotely. Miller pointed out that when she was in charge of ERI just a few years ago, they were averaging over 400 calls a day and noted that even though she wasn’t aware of the current call average, she was sure that it likely had increased and would continue to do so. She then pointed out that as popular as ERI is, it paled in comparison to the Ask-A-Librarian service, which is used not only by HCPLC, but also relied on more heavily by smaller library cooperatives.


Chapter 1 Questions	
It was at this point I asked Miller about her thoughts on patron confidentiality. (Cassell & Hiremath, 2023, pp. 4-5) She said the ethics of the reference staff was of paramount importance. She then went on to talk about various challenges of helping protect patrons personal information (especially the ones with mental health issues) and how at times they would leave that information like social security numbers, credit card information, and account login information unattended for any information thief that happened to be in the vicinity to find. 
	It was at this time, I brought up to Miller the various types of reference queries and if she had any thoughts on them. (Cassell & Hiremath, 2023, pp. 6-7) She pointed out that of the three main types, she found it the most satisfying to assist patrons with research questions especially when she worked in our History & Genealogy Department, adding that it made her feel good to help people connect with their past. She also noted that ready reference questions were the bread and butter of most reference librarians that work in public libraries. She ended her answer by pointing out that she didn’t have much experience with bibliographic verification questions because that was more of an “academic librarian thing”.
Chapter 23 Questions
	Miller didn’t have too much to say on the subject of Reference 2.0. She said she participated on some genealogy wikis when she was a genealogy librarian, adding that subject guides were helpful “if you are researching a topic that you are unfamiliar with”. She also said that language translation and grammar checking widgets were the ones that she found the most useful, but also pointed out that unfortunately our computers didn’t allow for alterations to the widgets due to our IT department’s security configurations. (Cassell & Hiremath, 2023, pp. 431-456)
Chapter 2 Questions
	Since the questions about reference 2.0 weren’t really taking the discussion anywhere, I began to ask Miller about her methodology when it came to determining the question. (Cassell & Hiremath, 2023, pp. 18-21) I asked her what her favorite neutral questions were to ask in a reference interview. (Cassell & Hiremath, 2023, p. 20) She gave a few examples like “what are you hoping to find?”, “how soon do you need [the answer]?”, “how far along are you in your research?”, and “what formats are acceptable for your research?” She also interjected that it is important to start with what you know and work from there. Another observation she had was that it was good to “seek out people or organizations familiar with the topic as well”. I then asked if she ever employed an unsuccessful search strategy. She said had done so in the past and it was due to her assuming she knew what the customer wanted, and she failed to ask the determining questions at the beginning of the interaction with the patron. Obviously, it didn’t end well as the patron eventually became frustrated when it was apparent that their inquiry was going nowhere. She reiterated the importance of not assuming you know what the customer wants and asking open-ended questions to get as much information out of the customer as possible. I then opened my textbook to the Content/Relational Model of Success in Reference Encounters and asked her if she was familiar with Marie Radford’s theory. (Cassell & Hiremath, 2023, pp. 28-31) She said she was familiar with her reference encounters model. To her, the reference model almost becomes second nature for most seasoned reference librarians. She also agreed that each interaction has a content dimension and relational component. “It’s a balancing act”, Miller said. She also noted that the attitude and approachability of the reference personnel is equally as important as being able to provide information accessibility and demonstrable knowledge when it comes to a successful reference interview.
Chapter 3 Questions
	At this point in the interview, I explained to her the process of “visualizing how the answer will appear” from our textbook and asked her if she used a similar method in her interactions. (Cassell & Hiremath, 2023, pp. 40-41) She answered, “generally I try to look at all the angles to locate the best resource. Sometimes that comes after the fact, but then you are better prepared next time”. I took this to mean that a librarian’s ability to visualize how the answer will appear gets better over time by fielding similar questions. I then asked her about value added answers and why they aren’t usually given in public libraries. Miller said it was a combination of not having as much time for prolonged interactions due to the volume of customers a public library gets as opposed to an academic library and how some reference staff aren’t librarians and haven’t been trained on how to conduct a proper reference interview.
Chapter 14 Questions
I wound the interview down by asking about her thoughts on using the internet as a reference tool. (Cassell & Hiremath, 2023, pp. 269-274) Miller basically gave a brief list of what she thought the pros and cons of using the internet for answering reference questions. “Obviously”, she said, “the internet has a plethora of information, but since it is so easy to find what you need on it, it has become a crutch for librarians”.  She went on to say that physical ready reference resources have been physically removed from most libraries, which frees up space for other things, but it can also create frustration for patrons who are less tech savvy who aren’t familiar with the online ready reference resources. I then asked her if she had any tips on overcoming the algorithm of a search engine that was providing suboptimal results to research queries (Cassell & Hiremath, 2023, pp. 275-279). Miller recommended using peer-reviewed sources and to do a general internet search while using incognito mode on your browser to better ensure previous searches weren’t influencing the current search.
Conclusion
	I’ve been with the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library Cooperative since 2009 and, too be honest, I didn’t always have a positive view of librarians. At first, I thought they had it easy as I would watch from the circulation desk while they would look up the book the patron was looking for and take them to the shelf and hand the patron the book. Over time, my view gradually changed and now that I’m starting out in the MLIS program, I can safely say that I was very wrong. I never considered that reference librarianship is in a constant state of evolution. I never thought about the various forms (in-person, phone, internet/email) the reference interview can take or that each type of interaction poses different challenges. I was clueless about the various categories of Reference 2.0 tools even though I used many of them all of the time. It never dawned on me the librarians I saw weren’t just asking questions and passively listening to the patron, they were mentally working out where to find the answer, estimating the degree of difficulty in finding the answer and gauging how long it will take to find the answer. All of these things and more, I had no idea. I’m grateful for my discussion with Jessica Miller and this class for making me realize that I have a lot to learn.
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