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I. Research Question

A great deal of Library Science literature offers suggestions as to how public libraries can improve services to Spanish-speaking patrons but provides little information concerning the most efficient and efficacious application of those services. Additionally, while public libraries in communities with large Spanish-speaking populations strive to provide increased reference services in Spanish, it is unclear what types of reference services the Spanish-speaking patrons prefer to utilize. This research project will investigate reference preferences and ascertain whether native Spanish-speaking library patrons are more likely to access online references, consult print references, or actively seek out person-to-person reference interviews. Most importantly, how do variables such as age, gender, and language use correlate with these preferences? These findings will assist libraries in determining how to allocate human and technical resources in meeting the needs of diverse populations.
II. Pre-Literature Review 

After reviewing articles on this topic, we have assembled a list of resources that seem especially pertinent to our research. The list of references follows: 

Bala, B. and Adkins, D. (2004). Library and information needs of Latinos in Dunklin County, Missouri. Public Libraries, 43(2), 119-122. 

Buck, K., Millikan, K., Rider, C. and Smith, S. (2004). Library services for Hispanic patrons. Indiana Libraries, 23(1), 23-29. 

Herring, S. (2005). Meeting the information needs of a community: A case study of services to Spanish speaking patrons at the Pasco branch of the Mid-Columbia Library District. PNLA Quarterly 69(3)5, 5, 21-25.

Jensen, B. The monolingual cataloging monolith: A barrier to access for readers of Spanish. Retrieved July 12, 2005 from http://www.sol-plus.net/plus/cataloging.htm.

Lupien, P. (2004). Bilingual virtual reference: It’s better than searching the open web. Computer Library 4(5), 6-8, 53-58. Retrieved July 9, 2005 from http://www.infotoday.com. 

Marquis, S. K. (2003). Collections and services for the Spanish-speaking: Accessibility. Public Libraries 42(3), 172-177.

Marquis, S. K. ( 2003). Collections and services for the Spanish-speaking: Issues and resources. Public Libraries 42 (2), 106-112.
III. Theory 
Our project focuses on the equitable access to information, and our approach stresses the way that information resources can be most efficiently used for social change. Further, we understand that the epistemological structure in our culture contains a bias toward native speakers of English and believe that we can help to achieve greater balance to our English-based knowledge structure by establishing resources to account for the needs of and provide freer access to non-native English speakers. Our theoretical approach, then, stresses the emancipatory potential in library science and social relevance of library policy. We base our study on the recognition that our communities comprises people from many cultures who speak languages other than English who are faced with disadvantages, particularly when it comes to navigating our informational networks.
IV. Concepts, Variables, Definitions

Four variables and their correlation with reference preference will be studied: (1) age of patron, (2) gender of patron, (3) degree of comfort using English as means of verbal communication, and (4) total number of years residing in the United States. All of the library patrons participating in the study will, through self-determination, define themselves as primarily Spanish speaking. In order to meet this requirement, participants will need to verify that they consider Spanish their first or “native” language, and that Spanish remains the primary means of communication in the home. Because one variable includes the user’s experience with English, we will try to mitigate the effect of this potential problem by administering the survey in Spanish. 
Preference will be defined as a greater liking or favor for one alternative over another or others. In this case, those alternatives will include online references (e.g., library OPAC or the World Wide Web), print references (such as encyclopedias), or the person-to-person services of a reference librarian.

Operationally, information regarding age and gender will be supplied by the participant. “Degree of comfort using English as a means of verbal communication” will be determined according to participant responses to the question “I am confident in my ability to verbally communicate in English.” Responses will be measured according to a four-point Likert scale. “Total number of years residing in the United States” will reflect the number of complete calendar years (twelve-month periods) the individual has lived full-time in the United States.

V. Hypothesis 

Based upon our information and study on this topic, we suggest that ESL patrons are more likely to use the Internet rather than conferring with a librarian. We speculate that this preference may be related to age differences, as well as the amount of time that the patron has lived in the U.S. Further, we believe that the confidence that the users’ ability to speak English will correlate with their preferred reference service, suggesting that patrons who believe that they speak English well will be more likely to seek out a reference interview with a librarian. Our hypothesis reflects our idea that a perceived language barrier inhibits non-native speakers of English from face-to-face communication. Our null hypothesis would find that there is no correlation between the patron’s confidence in their ability to speak English and their preferred reference source. In addition, our null hypothesis would find no connection between the amount of time the patron has lived in the U.S. or the patron’s age and the use of Internet resources.

VI. Sample and Population 

The Yakima Valley Regional Library’s service area covers the entire Yakima County, Washington. Yakima County has a population of 222,581 of which 35.9% are identified as being of the Hispanic or Latino race. According to the American Community Survey Profile 2003 for Yakima County, among people at least five years old living in the county, 34 percent spoke a language other than English at home. Of those speaking a language other than English at home, 95 percent spoke Spanish and 5 percent spoke some other language; 43 percent reported that they did not speak English "very well.” 

The nineteen libraries in the system are located in both urban and rural areas of the county with the libraries ranging in size from 276 square feet to 41,000 square feet. The collections also have a wide range of size from 2,500 volumes in the smallest library to over 250,000 volumes at the main service center in the City of Yakima. Eleven of the nineteen libraries are staffed by only one person during public service hours. In order to limit the extraneous variables that may be associated with collection, building and staff size, our survey will be distributed in the three largest libraries in the YVRL system: the main service center in the City of Yakima, the library branch in the City of Sunnyside, and the Summitview branch located four miles west of the main service center. All three of these libraries have large reference collections, are manned by three or more staff members during opening hours, and have distinct adult, teen, children and Spanish language collections.
VI. Research Design 

This study will employ a quantitative (fixed), non-experimental, cross-sectional design, and will use the survey method of data collection. In this case, age, gender, perceived English language ability, and years spent in the U.S. will serve as explanatory variables, which will inform the outcome variable of research service preference. The rationale behind this design choice stems from the nature of our variables; i.e., they are personal/cultural characteristics which cannot be modified by the researcher, and that the primary purpose of this research project will be descriptive in nature with the intent to identify causes for and correlations among specific social phenomena. 
VII. Data Collection 

Short, printed surveys will be distributed at three branches of the Yakima Valley Regional Library System. Surveys will be made available, in prominent locations and with appropriate Spanish-language signage, at reference desks and computer terminals in each branch for up to month, or as long as is necessary to collect an adequate sample (ideally seventy-five responses at the minimum). Staff at each branch will collect completed surveys, or participants will have the options of returning their survey via mail, if they so choose. This method of distribution will be cost-effective and efficient.

The survey instrument will be professionally translated into Spanish and entirely administered in Spanish. No English-language surveys will be distributed. In addition, the survey will be anonymous.

The survey will consist of five questions/components:

1. What is your age?

2. What is your gender?

3. How many total years have you resided in the United States on a full-time basis?

4. Participants will be asked to respond to the following statement: “I am confident in my ability to verbally communicate in English.” A four-point Likert scale will be applied in the response to this statement, with weights of 1, 2, 3, and 4 assigned, respectively, to the alternatives strongly disagree, disagree, agree, or strongly agree.

5. Participants will be asked to identify their preferred method of library reference service; i.e., when given the option, what method does the participant use when attempting to find information or solve a reference problem at the library? Three options will be provided: (1) online references, like the OPAC, library web site, or popular search engines; (2) print references, like encyclopedias, almanacs, books, etc.; and (3) person-to-person service via a library staff member or reference librarian. These responses will be assigned weights of 1, 2, and 3, respectively.

VIII. Data Analysis Method 

Our study will attempt to determine the simultaneous relationships between four independent variables and the preferred method of reference service therefore we anticipate using a multivariate analysis method. This will allow us to statistically measure the relationships between each independent variable (age, gender, years of residency and ability to communicate in English) and our dependent variable (preferred reference service). We can also construct subgroups of variables such as men who are highly confident in their ability to communicate in English or people in a certain age range who have lived in the United States for five years or more and their preferred reference service. 
IX. Possible Threats to Validity 

We recognized that a potential problem arises from the language barrier implicit in communications with non-native speakers of English. Thus, the survey will be written in Spanish to help mitigate the chance that only respondents who are comfortable enough with English will participate. However, even though the survey will be administered in Spanish, possible threats to validity include a fear of perceived authority, particularly if the patrons are undocumented workers, have low educational achievement levels, or both. The fear of deportation for undocumented workers combines with a heightened perception of potential problems, including the attitude of the library staff and any linguistic barriers that exist. A potential lack of inclusion in this survey due to Latino patrons being geographically isolated from the library is also a possible threat to validity, and geographically isolated patrons’ needs would not be known. Many Latinos are not accustomed to having public library services in their country of origin; therefore, they may be unaware of the public library and its potentially helpful services. Another possible threat to validity is that of the “take home and mail in” option for the surveys. There exists the distinct possibility that surveys will not be returned. Additionally, because the respondents are asked to evaluate their knowledge of English, it is likely that inconsistent standards will be used when they formulate their answers
, especially if respondents utilize children as translators. However, because our survey is measuring their level of confidence rather than their linguistic facility, this factor may not infringe upon the relevance of our results. 
X. Ethical Issues
Our project maintains ethical integrity and treats all respondents with dignity and respect. In accordance with the ASA’s Code of Ethics, we insist upon sensitivity regarding cultural difference and strive to serve the public good with our research. We have structured our survey so that it ensures confidentiality and does not ask questions beyond the scope of the study or infringe upon the private life of respondents. As the survey will be filled out on a voluntary basis, we do not intrude upon library patrons nor do we insist upon their participation in order to continue to use library resources. We also do not add to the duties of library staff in administering the survey. Because it can be picked up by the patrons themselves and returned via mail, the library staff will not be taking on additional work; if they choose to accumulate the surveys, they will do so of their own volitions. Our survey does not misrepresent our research, and we do not make claims that are beyond the range of our findings. Furthermore, we hold ourselves accountable to high scientific and methodological standards.
XI. Limitations 

As with any research project, there are limitations to our study. Our research focuses on pre-existing users of library services and does not address the reasons as to why other Spanish-speaking members of the community may not choose to use the library; questions of how to attract non-native English speakers fall beyond the scope of our research. Additionally, we are focusing on the information needs of one specific group and library resources of one particular community rather than trying to conduct a broader survey. While the reasons for these choices are logistical, we understand that our study has these limits, and we chose to address the needs of Spanish-speaking patrons because, as they represent one of the largest minority groups, we felt that we could survey a larger sample size than the one we might find if we focused on patrons from a smaller minority group. We felt also that we could find more precise results if we studied the resources offered in a specific community. We do not claim to provide evidence beyond the bounds of this particular user group. However, we hope that our findings may prompt the undertaking of similar studies for other communities that will account for the usage of native speakers of languages other than Spanish or English and will be applicable to the resources offered at those locations.

XIII. Future Research

We acknowledge that our research can serve as a basis for future research to continue, and we welcome further study. Because we are committed to providing freer access to patrons, we hope that our research will lead to other analyses that will help ensure that our library services take into account the user needs of patrons who do not speak English. Potential future research topics may include the following: 

· Bilingual computer technologies. How can an ESL reference website, in conjunction either with the library website or autonomously, be created and successfully utilized? This question might lead to developments in computer programming that could be useful to Spanish-speaking users.

· Determining how best to market or publicize any developments in computer programming or reference services to achieve the maximum amount of attendance from the ESL community. This question would involve eliciting opinions from the ESL community on what type medium would be best received, i.e. utilizing a more expensive glossy cardstock flyer versus a photocopied flyer on plain or colored printer paper. It could also be used to discover how to publicize the library’s resources so that more patrons will use reference services that are offered.
· Expanding the study beyond Spanish language to determine other ESL patrons who are not being served effectively. Other parts of the country as well as the state have high percentages of ESL patrons from other cultures and speak other languages besides Spanish such as in Western Washington were there are a high number of patrons from West Africa and South East Asia. We hope that our study will help other communities begin to analyze how their library may better serve these diverse populations.
XIV. Qualitative Commentary

Utilizing focus groups is an effective way to supplement the quantitative research performed utilizing the short printed surveys but also works well as a primary means of data collection. One of the major benefits of the focus group method, especially employed in combination with a questionnaire, is that it creates impartiality among participants because those individuals who may have difficulty with reading or writing, even in their native language, will be able to communicate their opinions. The group would consist of 7-13 Spanish-speaking individuals with a Spanish-speaking moderator as well as second Spanish speaking research whose task would be record observations. Questions asked in the focus group would include:

· Do you use the library? Which branch?

· What do you primarily use the library for?

· If you use the library for reference what is your preference: online references, print references, or a library employee (the moderator will provide examples of each type of reference option)? Discuss why that reference option is your preference.

· What would you like to see in the library that would help you find the information that you need?

We hope that others continue to research this topic and build upon our findings. We feel data that proves or disproves our hypothesis will help allocate resources most effectively in public libraries. The aim of our research is to discover the means to provide equal access to all potential patrons of the library and increase library usage by diverse populations.
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