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N o  s u c h  t h i n g  a s  a  s t u p i d  q u e s t i o n ?

W o rk in g  in a re g io n a l U n iv e rs ity  
L ibrary, I spend m ost o f  m y t im e  
s ta ffin g  th e  in fo rm a t io n  desk. I 

f in d  th is  w o rk  th o ro u g h ly  re w a rd in g . H o w 
ever, as a n e w  g ra du a te  I w as su rp rised  at 
th e  n a tu re  o f som e o f th e  q u e s tio n s  I get. 
I w as e x p e c tin g  m o re  c o m p le x  re fe re n c e  
q u e rie s , w h ic h  I d o  get, b u t re c e n tly  I've  
been m o n ito r in g  and  ta lly in g  som e o f  the  
m o re  e n te r ta in in g  q u e r ie s  as w e l l .  T h is  
keeps th in g s  ju s t th a t l i t t le  b it  m o re  in te r
esting, and I w o u ld  like  to  share m y to p  five  
qu e ries  w ith  you  (in  no p a r tic u la r  o rde r):

1. "W h e re  are the  books, I th o u g h t th is  was 
a lib ra ry? " In response to  th is  d e lic a te ly  
a rticu la te d  query, I w a n t to  rep ly : "W e ll,  
yes, th is  is 'a lib ra ry ',  b u t I d o n 't  u n d e r
stand  th is  te rm  'b o o k s '? "  The e n tra n ce  
to  the  U n iv e rs ity  o f th e  S unsh ine  C oast 
L ib ra ry  is in the  in fo rm a tio n  c o m m o n s , 
a v ib ra n t  space  f i l le d  w ith  c o m p u te r  
w o rk s ta tio n s . I can  a p p re c ia te  th a t at 
firs t g la n c e  it does lo o k  lik e  an a ttra c 
t iv e  c o m p u te r lab, b u t it is s till fru s tra t
in g  w h e n  p e o p le  assum e th a t a lib ra ry  
is o n ly  a b u ild in g  f i l le d  w ith  books.

2. "C a n  y o u  h e lp  m e lo c a te  a b o o k ? "  
"S u re " . . ."G re a t !  I d o n 't  k n o w  th e  t it le  
o r  a n y th in g , b u t it's y e l lo w ."  H o w  do  
you  respond to  that? If th e  p a tro n  asked 
fo r  a green book , I w o u ld  have p ro b a b ly  
sent them  to  the  bo tany  section , b u t y e l
lo w  is ha rd e r to  f in d . W ith o u t  p s y c h ic  
a b ilit ie s  the re  isn 't a lo t you  can d o  fo r 
s o m e o n e  w h o  o n ly  k n o w s  th e  c o lo u r  
o f th e  b o o k . I k n o w  th is  is a c la ss ic  l i 
b ra ry  q u e ry  and th a t across m y career it 
is s o m e th in g  th a t I 'm  sure  to  be asked 
m o re  tha n  o n ce , b u t it's s t ill a fa v o u r
ite . In th is  ins tance , w ith  som e fu r th e r 
in v e s tig a tio n  an d  m y e x p e rt re fe re n ce  
in te rv ie w  sk ills , I d iscove red  the  genera l 
su b je c t area, and  w e  a c tu a lly  fo u n d  the  
b o o k .

3. "C a n  yo u  d o  m y  a s s ig n m e n t fo r  m e?" 
" N o ! "  I h o n e s tly  b e lie v e  if th e y  k n e w  
w h a t I w o u ld  co m e  up  w ith  the y  w o u ld  
n o t even c o n s id e r ask ing  m e to  d o  th e ir  
ass ignm ents . P oor g ram m ar, to o  m an y  
co m m a s , and  c h o c 
o la te  s ta in s  o n  th e  
p a p e r d o n 't  e x a c t ly  
m ake fo r the  best as
signm ents. H ow ever,
I am  n o th in g  if  n o t 
th o ro u g h :  I w o u ld  
p r o b a b ly  a n s w e r  
t h e i r  a s s ig n m e n t  
q u e s t io n ,  a n d  th e n  
m ove  on  to  a to p ic  I 
was a c tu a lly  in te rest
ed in and w ax ly rica l 
fo r  a c o n s id e ra b le  
a m o u n t o f  t im e  on  
th a t.  O n e  th in g  is

ce rta in ; th e y  w o u ld  n o t ask m e to  w r ite  
th e ir  ass ign m en t a second  tim e .

4. O n  th e  te le p h o n e : "H e llo ,  U n iv e rs ity  o f 
the  S unsh ine C oast L ibrary, th is  is Sarah, 
can  I h e lp  yo u ? " "H e llo ,  is th e  L ib ra ry  
open?" W e ll yes, it is, hence  m y answ er
in g  th e  te le p h o n e . This is a fa v o u rite  o f 
m in e  an d  m y  c o lle a g u e s ; it neve r fa ils  
to  m a k e  us la u g h . I 'm  n o t su re  if  th e  
p ro b le m  is peop le 's  p o o r use o f English, 
o r an in a b il i ty  to  re th in k  th e ir  q u es tio n  
q u ic k ly  e n o u g h  w h e n  yo u  a n sw e r the  
te le p h o n e , b u t I w is h  th a t th e y  w o u ld  
sort it o u t be fo re  c a llin g . A n  easy 'I was 
w o n d e r in g  w h a t y o u r o p e n in g  hours are 
to d a y /th is  w e e k ' o r 'I w as ju s t c a llin g  to  
see if  you  w e re  o p e n ' o r 'G re a t, you  are 
o p e n ! I ' l l  see yo u  th e re  s h o r tly ' w o u ld  
su ffice .

5. "E xcu se  m e, d o  you  w o rk  here?" W h e n  
I am  asked th is  w h ile  s it t in g  at the  in 
fo rm a t io n  d e sk , w e a r in g  a b u s in e ss  
s u it a n d  a n a m e  tag id e n tify in g  m e as 
a sta ff m em ber, c le a r ly  h e lp in g  p e o p le  
an d  p o s s ib ly  w o rk in g  on  a d o c u m e n t,
I fee l lik e  sa y in g  " N o ! " .  Th is  is o n e  o f 
m y b iggest h u rd le s  as a n e w  g raduate , 
to  ge t re c o g n it io n  as a rea l f le s h -a n d - 
b lo o d  lib ra r ia n  by th e  pa tro n s . If I am  
asked th is  q u e s tio n  w h ile  ro v in g  I am  
n e ve r flu s te re d , b u t at th e  in fo rm a tio n  
desk I a lw a ys  th in k  'w h a t e lse w o u ld  I 
b e in g  d o in g  he re? ' I m a ke  su re  th a t I 
g ive  these  p e o p le  ju s t a l i t t le  m o re  as
s is tance, so th a t nex t t im e  th e y  re m e m 
ber I am a lib ra ria n , w ith  spec ia lis t sk ills  
an d  k n o w le d g e .

I re a lis e  th a t m y  fa v o u r ite  q u e rie s  are 
reasonab ly  standard questions fo r lib rarians, 
b u t th e y  have each  a ffe c te d  m e and  in f lu 
e n ce d  th e  w a y  I lo o k  at m y  jo b . N o  on e  o f 
these is a s in g le  fa v o u rite , b u t it is a lw ays  
u s e fu l to  re f le c t  u p o n  w h a t in fo rm a t io n  
p e o p le  ne ed , b e ca u se  I am  g ra te fu l th e y  
c o m e  and  ask. I th in k  tha t m y q u e ry  pa tte rn 
id e n tif ic a t io n  is c o m in g  a lo n g  n ice ly , and 
it is p o ss ib le  I w i l l  have to  add  som e m ore  
qu e ry  types o n to  o u r o ff ic ia l stats sheets just 
to  see h o w  th in gs  go. ■

Early bird registration now open.
For more details about the symposium and to register, go to
http://conferences.alia.org.au/newlibrarian2006/. While 
you're there, join the e-list -  you'll be the first to receive 
updates and also have a chance to win prizes through 
exclusive competitions. ■
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