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Introducing Readers’ Advisory
I.  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Defining Readers’ Advisory

A. RA is a conversation between the librarian and a reader about books.

B. There is no “right” answer when doing RA. The librarian is only making suggestions not recommendations for the reader. 

1. This is a shift from the “Ladder of Reading” theories of the 20s and 30s, where the goal was to move the reader from fiction (considered of lower value) to nonfiction (the pinnacle of literacy).

II. Why do RA?

A. At most libraries, fiction circulation accounts for about half of all circulation. So why don’t we support that group of users as strongly as we do the information side (fear of RA and time spent doing it to be dealt with later)

B. Stories are important to people’s lives

1. Wayne Wiegand says cultures have always used stories “to validate their experiences, make sense of their worlds, and pass on to future generations what they regard as the culture’s collective wisdom.”

2. Each person reads a book in their own way, bringing to the story their own experiences and taking away something different from any other reader. While this makes doing RA a challenge, it is also the source of the great satisfaction of the RA interaction.

3. At different times in their lives, people will want/need to read different books – thus Rosenberg’s Rule of Readers’ Advisory “Never apologize for you reading tastes.”

C. Reinforcing the human touch in the library

1. Libraries are one of the few places that still place a high value on the personal interaction, and RA service is a mechanism for reinforcing this type of interaction

2. Keeps the library vital to the community and connects with community members

3. Opportunity to build a community of readers based around the library and, as well, to tap into the already existing community of readers that already uses the library. Builds support for the organization.

D. Marketing the mid-list titles

1. RA service allows the library to promote non-bestseller authors

2. RA service can build an awareness of authors that readers would otherwise miss.

E. In slower budget times, RA service can be a useful tool to keep circulation figures up and to reinforce the service given to patrons. Libraries are often faced with buying fewer copies of current titles due to fiscal constraints. This means longer holds lists for patrons waiting for new titles. Instead of sending these patrons off with just a reserve on a title, an active RA librarian will make recommendations for other titles that the patron may want to take home to read while waiting for the reserve book to come in. 

III. Fears about RA

A. How can I ever read enough to do RA?

1. You can’t read everything, but you need to know the following (from Joyce Saricks):

a) How to build on your own knowledge

b) How to think about books

c) How to talk about books

d) How to use reference sources

e) How to write about books

B. Doesn’t RA take too long to do at the reference desk?

1. The institution has to acknowledge that RA is an essential part of the librarian’s job responsibilities and an essential service to library users

2. The staff also need to acknowledge this

IV. Doing RA work

A. Most libraries are not set up with a Readers’ Services Desk, and as a result have to do RA work from many locations

1. Reference desk

2. Circulation desk (lots of discussion of books done by circ staff)

B. Attributes of a Readers’ Advisor

1. Desire to make a connection between readers and books

2. Willingness to read widely

3. Familiarity with popular genres

V. Reference Interview and Readers’ Advisory Interview

A. Analogy of a patron coming to the reference desk with a question about cancer, the librarian would not say, “Oh, I don’t know anything about cancer, I only read about cardiac disease.” 

B. In doing reference work, we all operate under the assumption that what is important is knowing where to find the information

Similarities and differences (see separate sheet)

The Reference Interview

There are three basic steps to the reference interview. In each of these steps, there are several pieces that the librarian should consider as the interview is proceeding. These are outlined below.
1. Initial Question Period

1. Opens a channel of communication between the library user and the librarian

1. Ask open-ended questions to get the patron to talk

1. Use active listening

1. Use neutral questioning

1. Open in form, avoids premature diagnosis of question, allows the librarian to understand the question from the users( perspective

1. Accept initial question at face value

1. Avoid over-questioning

1. Things to determine during the initial question period

1. Actual subject of the question, and its relationship to other possible questions

1. Requirements of the answer (format, time frame, etc.)

1. Prior search history (what has the user already done and what is already known about the subject

2. The Search for Information

2. Creates a context where the user can ask other questions

2. May involve renegotiation of the question

2. May be performed either by the librarian, by the user, or together

3. Closing the interview

3. Communicating the answer to the patron

3. May involve referral

3. Should invite future questions or renewal of the current transaction

3. Make the user aware of additional resources that may be useful to them

3. Ease any feeling of intimidation the user may have about asking questions

3. Inquire about the effectiveness of the interview, usefulness of the answer, etc.

The Readers’ Advisory Interview

Once you have started a readers( advisory interview, it follows a similar process to the reference interview. To use the same model of a reference interview for the readers( advisory interview, think of the process in three steps. 
4. Initial Listening Period

4. Opens a channel of communication between the library user and the librarian and sets up an expectation of readers( advisory service

4. Ask one question to start the reader sharing their likes with you. (Tell me about a book you have read and enjoyed( 

4. Open in form, avoids assumptions about reading tastes, allows the librarian to understand the reading experience from the patrons( perspective

4. Use active listening

4. Treat the reader with respect

4. Things to determine during the initial listening period

· Books a patron has read and enjoyed

· Requirements of the suggestions (reading level, format (i.e. large type, book on tape), content issues (such as sex, language, violence, etc.)

· Prior reading history (are there any authors or books a patron has already read and either liked or disliked( this also supplies more useful information in making suggestions.)

· Appeal elements

· Suggesting Titles

4. Creates a context where the user can ask other questions

4. Walk patrons around the stacks and pull books as you discuss them

4. May be performed either by the librarian, by the user, or together

4. Building from the conversation

· Offering ongoing assistance

· Communicating that readers( advisory service is offered at the library

· May involve referral ( ask other staff about reading suggestions

· Should invite future book conversations

· Make the user aware of additional resources that may be useful to them

· Ease any feeling of intimidation the user may have about talking about books

· Inquire about the effectiveness of the conversation, usefulness of the suggestions, etc.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Using Appeal Factors in Readers’ Advisory Work
Determining a book’s appeal. Most readers are not so much looking for a book on a certain subject as looking for a book that “feels” a certain way.

Elements of appeal
I. Pacing

A. Items to consider.

1. Are the characters revealed quickly or slowly?

2. Dialogue vs. description = Lots of dialogue moves the plot along more quickly.

3. Plot progression = straight forward or are there lots of twists and turns, flashbacks, multiple plots?

4. Is the story immediately compelling or revealed over time?

5. Length of sentences, paragraphs, chapters.

6. Open-ended vs. end oriented.

II. Characterization.

A. Items to consider.

1. Are characters stereotypes (easily recognizable) or developed slowly over the book?

2. Single main character vs. several characters whose stories intertwine.

3. Point of view of the narration.

4. Characters followed from book to book in a series.

5. Does the reader observe or identify with the characters?

6. Importance of secondary characters.

7. Is the characterization the most important part of the book?

III. Storyline. 

A. Items to consider.

1. What type of story? Funny, sad, violent, etc.

2. Does the story emphasize people or situations?

3. Focus of the story — interior/psychological vs. exterior/action oriented.

IV. Frame

A. Items to consider.

1. What elements of the frame matter?

2. Geographic setting.

3. Use of language.

4. Atmosphere.

5. Tone.

6. Detail (both amount and kind).

a) Importance of background — could the story be set anywhere?

b) Detailed background vs. minimal background.

c) Is there a special background (e.g. the Brother Cadfael mysteries set in the Shrewsbury Abbey)?

Subject Headings vs. Appeal

It is important to distinguish between using subject headings to identify similar titles and using appeal characteristics. As an example, Bernard Cornwell and Gilbert Morris both have written a series of books set during the American Civil War (Cornwell’s Starbuck series and Morris’ Appomattox series). The books share several subject headings: Historical fiction; War stories; United States -- History -- Civil War, 1861-1865 -- Fiction. However, Cornwell’s series is darker and more violent, packed with details of battles and military life. Morris writes of the war’s impact on families and households, and while battle scenes are part of the books, the violence is less graphic. Morris also writes from a Christian perspective. So while both authors look at the same subject, their books have a very different feel.

Similarly, book can share appeal characteristics, but be on completely different subjects. Readers who enjoy John Grisham’s legal thrillers for their portrayal of a lone hero fighting against evil may also enjoy Louis Lamour’s westerns or Tom Clancy’s Jack Ryan titles.
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Pulliam, June Michele and Anthony J. Fonseca. Read On . . . Horror Fiction. Westport, CT: Libraries Unlimited, 2006.

Inspirational:
Aue, Pamela Willwerth and Henry Carrigan. What Inspirational Literature Do I Read Next? Detroit: Gale Group, 2000. 

Mort, John. Christian Fiction: A Guide to the Genre. Englewood, CO: Libraries Unlimited, 2002. 

Mystery:

Burgess, Michael. Murder in Retrospect: A Selective Guide to Historical Mystery Fiction. Westport, CT: Libraries Unlimited, 2005.

Heising, Willetta L. Detecting Men: A Reader's Guide and Checklist for Mystery Series Written by Men. Dearborn, MI: Purple Moon Press, 1998.
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Articles:

To keep up with current writing on the theory and practice of readers’ advisory, be sure to check out the Readers’ Advisory column in Reference and User Services Quarterly. In particular, see:

Hollands, Neil. “Improving the Model for Interactive Readers’ Advisory Service.” RUSQ 45-3 (Spring 2006). 
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You should also keep an eye on the regular columns in Booklist, as well as articles in Public Libraries and Library Journal.

Databases/Websites:

Adult Reading Round Table (ARRT)

(http://www.arrtreads.org) (RA and genre fiction information)

All Readers 

(http://www.allreaders.com) (book suggestions)

Columbus Metropolitan Library 

(http://www.cml.lib.oh.us/greatreads/search.cfm) (author readalikes)

Fantastic Fiction

(http://www.fantasticfiction.co.uk) (genre fiction bibliographies in sequence) 

Fiction_L 

(http://www.webrary.org/RS/FLmenu.html) (reader's advisory mailing list archives)

Fiction Connection 

(http://www.fictionconnection.com/) (subscription fiction database)

Hennepin County Library 

(http://www.hclib.org/pub/reader2reader/iyl/) (genre focused book lists) 

Locus 

(http://www.locusmag.com) (science fiction)

Matt’s Script Archive 

(http://www.scriptarchive.com) (source for FormMail, the html-to-email freeware)
Mostly Fiction 

(http://librarybooklists.org/ ) (reading lists)

NoveList 

(http://novelst3.epnet.com/novel/default.asp) (subscription fiction database)

Readers’ Advisor Online

(http://rainfo.lu.com/) (subscription fiction database)

Readers Robot 

(http://www.tnrdlib.bc.ca/rr.html) (appeal factors and synopses)

Romantic Times 

(http://www.romantictimes.com) (romance)

Stop, You’re Killing Me 

(http://www.stopyourekillingme.com) (mystery resources)

Webrary

(http://www.webrary.org) (Morton Grove PL RA web site)

What Do I Read Next? 

(http://galenet.galegroup.com) (subscription fiction database)

WhichBook 

(http://www.whichbook.net) (book suggestions)
Williamsburg Regional Library Bookweb

(http://www.wrl.org/bookweb) 

