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Focus 
on 

Libraries

User education a t NYPL's 
new  SIBL

B y M ark B e n tley

A new level o f service at the New  
York Public Library

O n May 2, 1996, during its cen tennial 
anniversary, the New York Public Library 
(NYPL) opened  its fourth research cente

Science, Industry and  Business Library (SIBL), 
to integrate, in one site, its world-class research 
collection w ith a heavily used  collection of 
circulating materials in these three fields. By 
supplem enting this incom parably rich print 
collection with an extensive array of netw orked 
electronic resources on 75 public workstations, 
NYPL is m aking a bold  statem ent about its 
philosophy o f 21st-century library service. Ar­
guably the most innovative o f these services 
is SIBL’s unique user-education program  con­
sisting of a w ide curriculum of courses offered 
free to the public. After describing in som e 
detail the specifics o f SIBL’s popular and over­
subscribed instructional program , this article 
suggests issues that the library m ust address 
to keep  the program  viable and responsive to 
user and staff needs.

The SIBL profile
A $100 million facility located in m idtown Man­
hattan, SIBL is the nation’s largest public infor­
mation center devoted solely to science, indus­
try, and business. Comprehensive coverage is 
provided for the business fields of advertising 
and marketing, banking and  finance, labor and 
industrial relations, and real estate. Particularly 
strong in mathematics and com puting as well 
as the physical sciences, the library is funded 
to support life sciences at the college rather 
than the research level, with consum er health 
and health sciences beyond its collecting scope. 
Within these subject parameters, the collections 
can be described as: com prehensive and retro­

r

spective, international in scope, in English as 
well as many foreign languages, and in print 
and electronic format.

In quantitative terms, they comprise: 1.5 mil­
lion volum es in the Research Collection, 40,000 
volum es in the Circulating Collection, 10,000 

, cthuerr ent serials titles, and nearly 100 database 
titles.

The SIBL challenge
A collection this com prehensive— and includ­
ing legal research materials, governm ent docu­
ments, and patents and trademarks, with their 
com plex bibliographic structure— has the po­
tential to overw helm  even w ithout the added 
complexity of SIBL’s three different classifica­
tion schem es. Add to this the technological 
sophistication of the electronic resources, and 
the result is a setting that calls for user assis­
tance in many forms. Many of SIBL’s 2,500 daily 
users—students, scientists, inventors, entrepre­
neurs, and m em bers of the small business and 
corporate communities— queue up at one of 
the library’s three public service desks for one- 
on-one on-the-spot assistance. H undreds more 
rem ote users get assistance via telephone ref­
erence or by visiting SIBL’s hom epage, small 
business, international trade, company research, 
patents and trademarks, and science education 
W eb sites. But for those in need  of m ore help 
in getting started to shape a research strategy 
or seeking orientation with the library and its 
array o f resources, SIBL offers a unique user- 
education program.

The user-education program's profile
The program  is distinguished by three features: 
a com plex of four technologically advanced 
classrooms, a varied and flexible curriculum of 
12 courses that offers instruction in the diverse 
array of print and electronic information re-

Mark Bentley is inform ation services librarian at the Science, Industry, a n d  Business Library at the New York 
Public Library; e-mail: mbentley@nypl.org

mailto:mbentley@nypl.org


634 /C& R L News

One of SIBL's state-of-the-art classrooms

sources available, and an electronic reservations 
system that manages access to the program. As 
designed, the program  has, for the most part, 
proven to be effective on  tw o counts: for ad­
dressing the needs of users whose bibliographic 
and com puting skills are so diverse, and for 
dealing w ith the logistics of coordinating the 
instruction of hundreds of users each w eek (as 
of mid-March 1997, more than 10,000 users have 
attended classes at SIBL).

The user-education program's 
physical configuration
The physical framework created to support the 
program  is set around the Harrison S. Kravis 
Electronic Training Center (ETC). It is distin­
guished by four state-of-the-art classrooms. Each 
is equipped with: 13 public terminals for hands- 
on com puter use by registrants; an instructor’s 
com puter and lectern at the front of the class, 
from w hich librarians can give Internet and da­
tabase demonstrations; and an audiovisual sys­
tem  with an electronic roll-down front-projec­
tion screen and ceiling-m ounted v ideo /data  
projectors.

Coordinating the Training Center and 
user-education activities
Coordination of the program  is m anaged by the 
electronic training coordinator.

M anagement of the Electronic Training Cen­
ter (ETC) is carried out through consultation 
betw een the electronic training coordinator and 
a num ber of other individuals: the assistant head

for electronic resources, the 
head of information services, 
and the four librarians w ho 
m anage the daily scheduling 
of 32 librarians betw een the 
classrooms and the library’s 
th re e  in fo rm a tio n  se rv ice  
desks.

Curriculum developm ent 
and classroom instruction are 
a r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  s h a r e d  
am ong all librarians. G ener­
ally, each  inform ation ser­
vices librarian is schedu led  
to  teach  a m inim um  of one 
class p e r  week.

An essential com ponent of 
the program ’s operation is an 
electronic self-registration sys­
tem  that m anages the logis­
tics o f registering users for 

seats in four to five courses each day. To re­
serve a seat in one of the classes, registrants 
must use a reservations terminal called a kiosk 
that allow s th e  u ser to  p lace a reservation  
th rough  a graphical u se r interface. U sing the 
classes function  on the kiosk, users can  scroll 
th rough  the listing o f class titles and  reserve 
a p lace  in any one  or m ore o f th e  courses 
being  offered  for th e  cu rren t day. The kiosk 
g en e ra te s  a p r in to u t ind ica ting  th e  u se r’s 
nam e, reservation  status (confirm ed sea t or 
w aiting list), confirm ation num ber, classroom  
num ber, an d  course title. Users are ab le  to 
ob ta in  a schedu le  o f classes covering a two- 
w eek period. It outlines class dates and times.

The curriculum profile
The program ’s curriculum includes six classes 
on  the use of electronic resources:

• W eb W orkshop for Beginners,
• W eb W orkshop 2: Searching for Informa­

tion,
• Introduction to Searching Electronic Data­

bases,
• Introduction to Catnyp and Leo: The Online 

Catalogs of The New York Public Library,
• How to Use ABI/Inform for Business Infor­

mation
• How  to Use the Dow Jones News Service 

for Company, Industry and Financial Informa­
tion.
(These last tw o teach users how  to search two 
of the library’s most heavily used business da­
tabases.)
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The curriculum is not limited to training users
in the use òf electronic resources. It also in­
cludes courses on doing research using gov­
ernment publications, legal and legislative in­
formation sources, market research information
sources, patents and trademarks information
sources, small business start-up information
sources, and physical sciences inform ation
sources.

The mission of the program is to offer in­
struction in the library-specific applications used
for information retrieval. Thus, noticeably miss­
ing from the curriculum are courses offering basic
computer training in the use of a keyboard and
mouse and software applications for personal
com puting purposes. Additional courses on
teaching keyboarding skills to seniors are being
considered for the future, however.

Future refinements
The program is in a state of evolution. It can
be continuously improved by making refine­
ments in the areas of instructor training, sched­
uling, and classroom support.

Refinements in the pedagogical training of
librarians must continue to be made. The pro­
gram will benefit from the further training of
librarians in course development strategies (spe­
cifically, such areas as verbal and visual orga­
nization of information that best facilitates learn­
ing for the user; understanding the need for a 
high level of accuracy in the content of courses; 
and understanding the need for updating and
revising course content) and in the subject
matter covered by the individual courses.

Routine evaluation of instructors and course
content is another aspect of instructor training
that will benefit the program. Factors to be
considered regarding evaluation are:

• Should librarians evaluate their own perfor­
mance and then be expected to make improve­
ments, based on feedback from evaluation
forms completed by course registrants?

• Should curriculum content designed by
individual librarians be evaluated and approved
by peers or managers before being presented to
the public?

Refinements in the scheduling of librarians 
betw een information desks and classrooms can 
be accomplished by attempting to ensure that
the scheduling of librarians betw een instruc­
tion and information desk duties is well bal­
anced and flexible, so that breaks are made in 
the schedule, allowing time for valuable pub­
lic service downtime; all librarians are assigned

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

an equal amount of teaching time per week; 
and librarians have enough time to becom e 
knowledgeable about the content of a course 
before being scheduled to teach it.

Refinements in the area of classroom sup­
port can be made by ensuring the timeliness of
1) the return and review of evaluation forms;
2) the feedback and constructive criticism to 
course instructors based on information gath­
ered from evaluation forms; 3) the distribution 
of documentation provided to each instructor 
for distribution to registrants at the start of each 
class; 4) the reconfiguration of computers after 
a classroom has been rented out for a private 
function; 5) the notification o f systems staff of 
p rob lem s involving the com puters and  of 
changes to curriculum requiring new  software 
installation; and 6) the notification of systems 
and security staff of problems involving the 
removal and replacement of computers in the 
ETC.

In a num ber of areas, important policy is­
sues not related to the issues above have yet to 
be addressed. These are:

• The question of w hether or not librarians 
should teach only in areas in which they pos­
sess a lot of knowledge, confidence, and exper­
tise; or, w hether they should be required to 
teach all classes, regardless of the level of 
familiarity with the content.

• The exchange of teaching duties for a 
heavier load of public service duties in other 
areas by librarians.

• The rate at which new  classes are being 
added to the curriculum.

• The developm ent o f second-generation 
classes.

• The option of making advance reservations 
for classes by users.

• The use of classrooms for purposes other 
than the library’s user-education program. Spe­
cifically, should the library allow 1) private 
groups to reserve blocks of classroom time for 
private instruction by librarians, reducing pub­
lic access to the library’s courses; and 2) ETC 
classrooms to be opened for public access to the 
computers in them w hen classes are not sched­
uled, greatly increasing the num ber of com put­
ers that w ould be available for Internet and 
database searching (currently the computers in 
the classrooms remain unused w hen a class is 
not in session).

Conclusion
Over the course of the 11 months that the user-
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education p rog ram  has b e e n  in p lace , it has 
b een  co n tin u o u sly  assessed  an d  eva lua ted . 
T h ro u g h  ana ly s is o f  fe e d b a c k  from  users  
a n d  l ib ra r ia n s  r e g a rd in g  th e  q u a li ty  o f  
c o u rse  c o n te n t a n d  in s tru c tio n , s ig n ifican t 
rev is io n s h ave  b e e n  m ad e  to  im p ro v e  th e  
q u a lity  o f th e  p ro g ram . In p a rticu la r, im ­
p ro v em en ts  a re  b e in g  m ad e  in  th e  p re s e n ­
ta tio n  an d  co u rse -d e s ig n  sk ills o f  lib ra r­
ians, in  th e  q u a lity  o f  co u rse  c o n te n t in 
te rm s o f  p re c is io n  an d  d e p th  o f  in fo rm a­
tio n , in th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f s e c o n d -g e n ­
e ra tio n  c la sses  th a t o ffe r a d v an ced  levels 
o f in s tru c tio n  in  d iffe ren t to p ic  a reas , such  
as s e a rc h in g  th e  In te rn e t an d  leg a l r e ­
sea rch , an d  in access  to  co u rse s  th ro u g h  
the electronic reservation system.

In recen t m onths, certain  courses, such 
as th e  tw o W orld W ide W eb courses and  
bo th  the Patents and  the T radem arks course, 
have un d erg o n e  com plete  revisions to  im ­
prove the currency  of the co n ten t and  the 
style o f p resen ta tio n . As w ell, tw o  m ajor 
step s have b een  taken  to im prove the p ro ­
gram  overall: 1) individual and  g roup  ses­
sions have b een  h e ld  w ith  a p ro fesso r o f 
com m unications from  the City University o f 
New Y ork to  p rov ide librarians w ith expert 
advice on public  speak ing  and  presen ta tion  
m ethods as w ell as curriculum  developm ent, 
and  2) a form al advisory body  com prising  
librarians has b een  estab lished  to  m onitor 
the quality  o f the program  in terms of teach­
ing and course content.

Examples such as these prove that from the 
start the library has been  fully comm itted to its 
user-education mission and to the idea that the 
quality of user education should be considered 
as im portant as the quality o f reference ser­
vice, collection developm ent, and technical ser­
vices. ■

Feature your library here
C&RL News is seeking articles describing new 
and renovated libraries incorporating inno­
vative technologies and services. Photos of 
new  facilities are an im portant com ponent 
of the article. Share your library’s new  ca­
pabilities and services with C&RL News. Send 
your manuscripts to: Mary Ellen Davis, Edi­
tor and Publisher, C&RL News, ACRL/ALA, 
50 E. H uron St., Chicago, IL 6 0 6 ll; e-mail: 
medavis@ ala.org.

High Society. 
Ice Cream Socials. 
Gang Wars. 
Fighting Words.

Human society has countless manifestations and 
meanings. We track them, and provide you with 
thousands of references to enhance your research.

Sociological Abstracts (SA), Social Planning/Policy 
& Development Abstracts (SOPODA) and Linguistics 
and Language Behavior Abstracts (LLBA) contain 
a spectrum of information directly related to your 
areas of interest and expertise.

Drawing from more than 2,400 journals published 
in 35 countries, we present abstracts of articles, 
books and conference papers. Our bibliographic 
entries will guide you to relevant dissertations and 
important book and other media reviews. All are 
expertly indexed and classified for easy access.

SA, SOPODA and LLBA are available in a variety of 
media: print, online, CD-ROM, and magnetic tape.

Let us help you discover the social worlds and 
patterns of communication by which we live.

SAI's Web site, located at www.socabs.org, contains 
searchable subsets of the SA, SOPODA, and LLBA 
databases, hot topics, the Note Us newsletter, and 
links to other relevant sites and resources.

For more information on our products 
and services, visit our Web site, or contact us at:

so cio lo g ica l ab stracts, inc.

P.O. Box 22206, San Diego, CA 92192-0206 

619.695.8803 Fax 619.695.0416 

Internet: socio@cerfnet.com 
Web site http://www.socabs.org

SAI products are available in print; online from 
Knight-Ridder, DIMDI, OCLC and Ovid; on 
CD-ROM from SilverPlatter, EBSCO, Ovid and 
NISC; and on magnetic tape directly from SAI. 
For document delivery contact 
SOCIOLOGyexprcíí at 
619.695.8803 or Fax 310.208.2982.
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