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laugh, from my article on the applications of 
M urphy’s Law in libraries, “M urphy, Parkinson, 
andPeter: Laws for Libraries,’’LibraryJournal 113 
(October 15,1988): 37-41. Those colleagues who 
wrote to me after the article was published c e r­

tainly com m ented on the hum or, and tru th , of the 
article.—JeanE. Compton, Head Librarian, Han­
cock Library o f  Biology and Oceanography, Uni­
versity o f  Southern California. ■  ■
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How to streamline your procedures fo r  keeping BI records 
using spreadsheet software.

While bibliographic instruction (BI) is a

major project at most academic libraries,
statistics gathered concerning BI prog

usually manually compiled, a tim e-consum ing
process which often yields only basic totals. M ore
com plete statistical outlines of BI activities are
essential in providing a clear picture to library and
university administrations not only of the quantity
of BI activities, but also, overtim e, of the quality of
these activities. Statistical records and analyses
may be used to indicate quality in a variety of ways,
such as ongoing requests for specific presentations. 
Even a simple compilation of a BI program’s activi­
ties, such as a listing of the classes receiving library
instruction, will show the num ber and type of
classes and students being reached through varying
methods of formal presentation.

Statistics will also enable the librarian to chart
more accurately the growth and development of an 
instructional program and should suggest areas for

 
future concentration of effort. In addition, these 
records reveal whether the program is geared more 

amtso waraer d basic instructional sessions such as tours 
 and classroom lectures, dem onstrations o f new 

services, particularly those relating to autom ated 
access to library materials, or individual sessions. A 
detailed knowledge o f the program ’s curren t con­
ten t will aid in correcting p resent problem s or 

 imbalances and in determining future needs, direc­
tions and emphases. Staffing decisions, always a 
m ajor area o f concern in planning any program , 
should be aided by verifiable charting of peak times 
o f activity over an extended period.

Although many of the basic patterns of usage are 
 self-evident, especially to the experienced BI li­

brarian, who has observed and coordinated BI 
activities over several years or more, often these 
trends are not as apparent to adm inistrators, par­
ticularly those outside the library. It need hardly be 
stated that an adm inistrator, w hether at library or
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university level, will certainly be m ore apt to b e ­
lieve a statistical report than an unsupported gener­
alization, regardless of the years of experience from 
which the conclusion is drawn. Therefore, many BI 
librarians are in need o f m ore detailed statistics 
regarding their programs, preferably without add­
ing to the burden  which record-keeping already 
presents. F urtherm ore, consolidation of this infor­
m ation into a readily accessible database should 
simplify the  gathering of weekly, monthly, and 
annual statistics.

Background

Sterling C. Evans Library is the central library 
for an expanding student population at Texas A & 
M University, which in the fall of 1987 num bered  
over 39,000. BI has been  a long-standing concern 
at the library, with a program  dating back almost 
fifteen years. In its p resen t form, the BI program  
offers a variety of instructional activities, centering 
around the traditional group guided tour, bu t also 
including individualized graduate student counsel­
ing sessions, classroom dem onstrations o f au to ­
m ated inform ation retrieval services, specialized 
lectures, and orientations for new faculty and staff. 
In addition, as the largest library in the region, 
Sterling C. Evans Library is also aware of its com ­
munity responsibility, and works with non-univer­
sity groups in providing library instruction and 
services.

The growing undergraduate population o f the 
university has forced a constant re-evaluation and 
revision of the  program  in o rder to  include new 
technology and services, and also to retain  quality 
of instruction offered to large num bers of students. 
W hile the program  was originally geared tow ard 
the needs of the undergraduate students, over the 
last th ree  years contacts with graduate students 
have increased dramatically as faculty and students 
recognized the value of a session tailored to their 
specific research needs. Class dem onstrations for 
graduate students o f new online and CD -RO M  
databases have also increased.

Since the beginning of the program, BI statistics 
at the library w ere manually com piled, a tim e- 
consuming and repetitive task which involved the 
same inform ation being recorded  in as many as 
th ree  locations, in o rder to produce weekly, 
m onthly and yearly statistics in addition to the 
records kept for scheduling purposes. Requests 
were originally recorded on tour slips, some infor­
mation from which was then transferred to a sched­
uling book. At the end of each week, statistics were 
recorded on a sheet in the scheduling book. 
M onthly statistics w ere then  com piled and for­
warded to the assistant director for public services, 
with a duplicate being reta ined  in the R eference 
Division. Each o f these records contained similar

information, but each had a unique portion, so that 
the  com pilation of annual statistics involved con­
solidating all three sources.

W hile the statistics generated in this fashion did 
enable BI librarians to keep an instructional session 
count and an approximate head count, differentiat­
ing between graduate and undergraduate students, 
and to identify peak times of BI, these basic statis­
tics did not allow for any qualitative analysis of this 
activity. Under this manual record-keeping system, 
the BI librarian could not tell w ithout recounting 
from the  tou r slips which departm ents or colleges 
were requiring instructional sessions, or what p e r­
centage of requests each departm ent represented. 
The system also made it impossible to keep track of 
special requests by professors or any problem s 
needing future attention without making a separate 
file which was not easily accessed. In addition, 
pu tting  m aterials into graph format was not pos­
sible w ithout a great deal of manual counting and 
drawing.

Methodology

In o rder to generate more detailed statistical 
reports which would aid in examining and m ain­
taining quality BI services at Texas A & M Univer­
sity, an autom ated record-keeping program  was 
im plem ented in early 1987. A new software pack­
age, PFS Professional File, was selected to replace 
the cumbersome manual means of statistics gather­
ing formerly used. Several software packages were 
exam ined on the basis of a p redeterm ined  set of 
criteria  felt to be essential to the successful prog­
ress o f the  project, the criteria for selection being 
determ ined by the BI librarian and the head of the 
Reference Division. Forem ost among the consid­
erations was the  flexibility of the package, which 
needed , in effect, to be a file-m anagem ent p ro ­
gram for a small to medium-sized database. At least 
as im portan t as flexibility, however, was the  sim­
plicity of the software package. The plan called for 
the  package to be used infrequently, and quite 
possiblyby anum ber of staff members. In addition, 
the package selected was to be used with a m ini­
m um  of program m ing on the part of the users. 
Therefore, a software package which was difficult 
to learn, or one that would force the departm ent to 
rely upon one staff m em ber as a departm ental 
“expert,” would not be suitable. The BI librarian 
felt that a m enu-based package would be the best 
choice for ease o f use under these circumstances. 
A nother feature desired was easy interface with 
graphics and spreadsheet programs, in order to 
allow for organized and readily understood presen­
tation o f the statistical reports generated by the 
software package. Customized printing options, 
which would allow for selected portions of the data 
file to be p rin ted  off as needed, were among the
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Figure 1. Graduate vs. undergraduate sessions.

considerations. And, as always, the expense of the 
package was a factor, although not, in this case, an 
overriding concern.

A num ber of possible software packages were 
identified, and reviews of these packages were read 
and compared with regard to the various criteria. 
At the time this project was initiated, a literature 
search found no articles related to the problem of 
BI statistics, although a recent article by Wells and 
Gadikian describes the use of dBase III in a similar 
application.1 The necessity for a quick changeover 
from manual to autom ated recordkeeping, how­
ever, and the desire for the acquisition of a software 
package which would require only minimal pro­
gramming precluded the selection of this program 
for the project at hand. PFS Professional File 
appeared, at the time the project was begun, to be 
the best suited for this application, especially in the 
areas of expense and simplicity. Any package, 
however, which met the specifications relative to a 
BI statistics project could have been used for such 
a purpose.

In addition, a new BI appointm ent form was 
developed which allowed for information to be 
recorded in a more logical fashion to facilitate data

1Margaret R. Wells and Randolph S. Gadikian, 
“BISTATS: Using dBase III to Compile Library 
Instruction Statistics,”Research Strategies^ (Fall 
1987): 180-185.

entry. The new form, essentially a modification of 
the previous one, in effect reorganizes the fields to 
be entered into the data file, placing them  in an 
easy order for entry. Space for added information, 
allowing for a better picture of the program, was 
also built into the new form .The added informa­
tion provided a brief evaluation of degree of activity 
at any given time, and also allowed a continuing 
record of postponements, no-shows, cancellations, 
andproblems.

The staff m em ber taking reservations for in­
structional sessions recorded pertinent informa­
tion, such as date and time requested, and class size 
and type, as well as any special needs, before 
turning the form over to the head of Instructional 
Services for scheduling and the assignment of the 
session to the appropriate librarian. After an in­
structional session had taken place, the data from 
the appointment form, with any additional notes or 
revisions added by the librarian, was then entered 
into the program by non-professional personnel.

Once the program was in place, data entry could 
be done quickly and effectively by a clerk or stu­
dent without professional supervision. The file 
created using this software enabled the BI librarian 
to produce detailed statistical reports on the BI 
program. Included in this data were records of 
times of peak BI activities, and profiles of the 
distribution of requests for BI from the various 
academic departm ents of the university. Another
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Figure 2. Tours by college.

Figure 3. Types o f  tours by month.
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application was the production of tables detailing 
the representation of levels of classes receiving 
instructions (see Figure 1), so that the proportion 
of graduate to undergraduate students served be­
came readily apparent, revealing the changing 
emphases of the program. A record of the assign­
ment of instructional activities to specific librarians 
was easily accessed.

Although the automated record-keeping system 
was actually im plem ented at the beginning of the 
1987 Spring semester, it was decided that in order 
to ensure an adequate test of the system’s capabili­
ties, the data for the 1986 Fall sem ester would also 
be entered into the datafile. Duringthe 1986-1987 
academic year, 440 group instructional sessions, 
233 individual Graduate Student Counseling ses­
sions, and 111 non-university tours or o ther ses­
sions were given to approximately 15,150 students, 
providing more than sufficient data for testing 
purposes. This data was en tered  in the program, 
and accordingly used to generate several prototype 
reports which were then used to analyze the nature 
of BI activities during that tim e period.

Results

Using the data file produced by inputting infor­
mation collected from the revised BI appointment 
form, the investigators were able to generate re ­
ports efficiently to illustrate various functions of the 
BI program. The reports included printouts on 
types of tours, comparisons of numbers of graduate 
students and undergraduate students served, the 
total num ber of tours per m onth for evaluation of 
peak dem and periods, and num bers o f tours in 
term s of requesting departm ents. The resulting 
statistical materials were used to formulate graphs, 
by means of PFS Graph software, to illustrate more 
clearly BI needs and activities (see Figures 2 and 3). 
The initial success of the autom ated statistical rec­
ord-keeping project has gained it a continuing 
place in the BI program.

Conclusions

The program  as im plem ented at Sterling C. 
Evans Library allowed for efficient collection and 
manipulation of statistical data relating to biblio­
graphic instruction activities. In comparison with 
the manual methods which have traditionally been 
used at the Evans Library, PFS Professional File 
enabled BI librarians to analyze quickly and easily 
patterns of usage, types of instruction provided, 
and category of user. In addition, the initial testing 
of the program  also revealed further applications 
which will be utilized in future. W ith this software, 
it will be possible to create tables detailing BI 
participation by various librarians, allowing for 
perform ance evaluation and workload analysis.

Course and class num ber listings for instructional 
sessions are now readily available, including names 
of requestinginstructors.

As the library expands its proposed program of 
instructional outreach throughout the university, 
the ability to prepare mailing labels for contacting 
instructors interested in specific BI activities may 
be used to advantage. In addition, easily produced 
mailing labels will facilitate mailings for research 
projects on BI, or evaluations of existing and new 
programs in this field. Specially tailored statistical 
reports can be produced on demand. Identification 
of problem s, formerly difficult to impossible, 
largely depending on the memory of the BI librar­
ian, will be simplified, as the software allows reports 
to be generated on the problems and special needs 
of specific classes or instructors. Enhancement and 
rapid, timely production of annual reports is made 
possible through use of the data file, which will 
alleviate a laborious, time-consuming task faced by 
the BI librarian. The creation and continuous en­
largem ent of a comprehensive database on BI ac­
tivities will establish, overtime, a body of informa­
tion useful for purposes of comparisons and predic­
tions of future activities. ■  ■

Add your favorites to 
Sin List #2

The ALA Committee on Professional Ethics 
seeks “sins” for updating its Ethics Sin List bro­
chure.

The brochure lists such situations as using 
patron records for political purposes or not pro­
viding full service because the request is a 
homework assignment. Could these situations 
be unethical? The purpose of the brochure is to 
stimulate discussion about questions o f ethics.

The com m ittee is particularly in terested in 
obtaining situations from academic libraries. 
Send suggested sins to: Sin List #2, Committee 
on Professional Ethics, ALA Office for Intellec­
tual Freedom , 50 E. H uron St., Chicago, IL 
60611.

Popular Culture meeting

The Popular Culture Association will meet in 
Toronto on March 7-10, 1990. Scholars who 
work in all aspects of popular culture will m eet 
and share common interests. Anyone in ter­
ested in presenting a paper on a topic related to 
popular culture and libraries should write to 
Barbara Moran, Associate Professor, School of 
Information and Library Science, University of 
North Carolina, Chapel Hill, NC 27514-3360.






