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Topic: Request for Board Action: Adopt Reference Guidelines 
 
Background: At the 2005 Annual meeting YALSA’s Board voted to establish an 

interdivisional taskforce with RUSA to create reference guidelines 
for teens.  The taskforce has completed its work and is submitting 
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universal.  In addition, classroom teachers usually “impose” assignments on many students at 
once, thus creating a problem with “mass assignments” in libraries where many teenagers 
want the same information at the same time, regardless of what is available. 
 
Even the personal reference questions of teenagers can be challenging because of the popular 
and transient nature of young adult interests in topics like the occult, popular music and 
graphic novels. This is further complicated by the fact that many adults are unfamiliar or 
uncomfortable with many of these interests. Topics that might be considered routine for an 
adult are often viewed by librarians as problematic when a teenager wants the same 
information.  It also goes without saying that many parents resist the maturation of their 
adolescents by setting boundaries on what information or formats may be accessed. This can 
create problems for librarians who find that service to teenagers requires a clear 
understanding of, and adherence to, ALA’s stated intellectual freedom policies, often beyond 
personal comfort levels. 
 
All of these contextual issues are compounded by adolescent development. One of the most 
amazing things that happens during adolescence is the development of formal operational 
thinking which is the ability to hypothesize and think about the future and foresee 
consequences for different actions. From this ability comes the development of personal 
ethics and critical thinking abilities. Thus teenagers wait until the last minute to do 
homework assignments that need library resources, and despite being perceived as computer-
savvy by adults, they do not know, nor allow themselves time to learn, how to search 
intelligently and systematically for information. In addition, they often resent having to ask 
for help, or expect the work to be done for them, since they’re not interested in it anyway. 
 
Another developmental aspect of early adolescence is extreme self-consciousness. With 
gradually developing abstract thinking skills and limited experience, teenagers feel that they 
are the center of the universe. This is normal, not selfish or deliberate. This ego-centrism 
makes them easily embarrassed because if they “mess up,” they think that the whole world is 
watching. Thus, reference librarians need to assure courteous service and confidentiality.  
Teenagers will not ask certain questions if they fear that other adults or kids can find out 
what they’re asking. Service must also be non-judgmental because perceived slights like not 
making eye contact or acting as if a question is trivial will be greatly magnified by the teen. 
(Chelton, 1997). All of these factors combine to make reference service to teenagers unique 
as well as uniquely challenging. It is our hope that these guidelines will help reference 
librarians in all kinds of libraries provide excellent service to teenagers. 
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Online information and electronic communication is a way of life for most teens.  They have 
come of age 
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Library programs and services for teens should not replicate those of other agencies, but can 
complement and support them. Investigate possible joint programs for teens. Identify 
resources the library can provide to assist professionals who work with teens.  

6.1 Identify community organizations and groups of and for teens.  

6.2  Collaborate with schools in areas such as class assignments, reading lists, and 
bibliographic instruction to more effectively serve teens with their academic needs. 

6.3 Collaborate with other organizations serving teens such as youth groups and afterschool 
programs. 

6.4  Partner with schools and  local organizations for library programs and delivery of 
services. 
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