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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
today we’ll go over the different ways to offer RA in a library, then we’ll go over different genres and what makes them unique. We’ll also discuss non-fiction in the same way, something that hasn’t been as widely discussed in libraries until late. 



What is RA?

“… a conversation where you make suggestions.” – OLC

“I don’t often know who should read what book. It’s a little bit like trying to 
set people up on a date — a good match is unpredictable and mysterious.” 

― Kristin Cashore 

“Part of the goal is to establish a  connection with your readers so that they 
come back again and again to talk about what they are enjoying.”

 – Neal Wyatt

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Readers’ advisory or RA, is one of the four main ‘reference’ questions that are brought to the desk. RA is when you interact with patrons in some way that helps find books that they might need or enjoy. No matter what department you work in in a library, a patron, a family member, friends, someone is going to ask you an RA question, even if that is not in you job description. This one aspect of the job is unlike the others, because unlike the finality of setting up an ebook account or the absolute positivity of ‘yes, that’s the latest edition of the APA Style Manual, you can be dead sure that the person will like a book that they’ll get during an RA session… and you’ll be wrong. And that is perfectly normal. Because in RA the reader is the primary source. Each person you help is an individual with particular reading styles and reasons behind what they like and don’t like. 
Your job, is to be available and to listen to them so that you can make a personal, well-informed suggestion that they have a better-than-average chance of actually fulfilling their need, whether it be for entertainment or to learn something. 



Where does RA happen?

Direct
• Face to Face

• Phone

• Email

• Text

• Chat

• Social Media

Indirect / Passive
• Themed Displays

• Reading Lists

• Bookmarks

• Flyers

• Shelf-Talkers

• Website Features

• Social Media
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There are several ways and means that RA can happen. 
Direct RA is when you are actually communicating with a person. This can be in person, on the phone, or in a virtual setting. Direct RA allows you to have the ‘conversation’ mentioned in the previous slide. You are able to ask questions and clarify their answers so that the results are specific to that interaction. Face to face and phone allows you the quickest and most in-depth method of interaction. The others usually have a longer time factor given the back and forth nature of the RA interview, which we’ll get to later. 

Indirect or Passive RA is what you put out in the library to catch the interest of passerby’s. You try to make it eye-catching and strategically placed so that people will actually pick it up. Themed displays can just be a grouping of books displayed together on a display or shelf that have an obvious theme (like there’s a guy in a kilt on the cover on all of them). You can also put a sign up to declare the theme. Reading lists usually have a header or a short explanation that tells the reader why the  books are on the list. And bookmarks are an excellent for getting the information into a lot of hands without a lot of effort. Imagine making a bookmark for James Patterson readalikes and then putting one in ever James Patterson book (and audiobook) the library owns. Flyers can often be put in uncommon pathways (like the back of restroom stalls) or even outside the building. Shelf-talkers are little scraps of information that can be placed directly in the stacks (an example would be putting the call number to disease and pandemics beside the Robin Cook novels).  Lists, author highlights, and other RA tools can often be put directly on the Library websites, directly in the path of anyone who gets on the site. You notice that socialmedia is on both of these lists. 



Educate Yourself

•Read Books
•Talk to People
•RA Blogs
•Book Podcasts

•RA Literature
•RA Websites
•Read Reviews
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Let’s face it. You could read a book a day (or more) and you’ll never read every book there is. So how do you educate yourself about the books that probably should be put in someone’s hand. One of the best ways there is to read. Read a lot and broadly. Try stuff you’re not super interested in just to try it so that you have an inkling of what the fans of that topic or genre are talking about. After that, talk to people. Friends, family, strangers (and this totally works once they know you’re a librarian) and then your own patrons. Just ask what they’re reading, what they’ve read and why they like it. Bam. You’ve got insight and blurbs without cracking the cover. RA blogs and podcasts abound. Some of you might have one yourself. See what people are saying. Publishers and writing associations will often have a blog or an RSS feed that automatically send you snippets of information about new and upcoming titles with a short blurb that gives you an idea of the potential audience. Let’s not forget about the professional literature while we’re at it. ALA, NYT, the publishers, and again, writing associations print literature that does nothing but sum up and ‘sell’ new titles. 
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NYT examples

https://www.nytimes.com/books/best-sellers/combined-print-and-e-book-nonfiction/
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More NYTs examples



The RA Interview
• The patron asks for help/suggestions or the librarian initiates.

• Ask questions and listen to their responses and watch their body language.

• Listen for appeal terms

What are you in the mood for?
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The RA interview will often start with the same questions. The patron will come up and ask, “Do you know of a good mystery?” or “Can you recommend a book?” or “I just finished the new Nora Roberts, do you know of a book like that?” You’ll also get asked for recommendations for book clubs, titles set in specific times because of a school project. You can also initiate conversations yourself. I often do this if I notice someone is on the last book of a series. I’ll simply say “If you liked that you may like xyz when you’re done.” I’ll also say, “Hey, have you read so-and-so,” if I notice their pile of books has a readalike theme. But the most important part of active readers advisory is to ask questions like these and then really listen to their answers. The words that they use should paint a picture and that picture will help you help them. Even if you’ve never heard of the author or title before you can use their descriptions to search for something they might enjoy. When you find something you think they would like, tell them why. Like, “You might like Laurie King’s Beekeeper’s apprentice if you liked anne perry’s cater street hangman series. This mystery series is set in Victorian England and is rich in period detail. The two intelligent and slightly acerbic main characters meet in this first book and get to know each other in the midst of a crime that’s been committed in their home town. It’s suspenseful, funny in places, and has the slight hint of a romance.”  And here’s an important point; if you mention something and they say that they’ve already read it and liked it, you’re doing it right. You’re on the right path. Just keep going.



RA Tools

•Novelist

•Goodreads

•Amazon

•Your Catalog

•Google it

•What Do I Read next

•NPR 

•AI Generated
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Novelist is usually one of the essential databases owned by public libraries, so it is widely accessible if you have a library card pretty much anywhere. Goodreads is a social media site for booklovers. Not only can you save your own lists or read and want to read; you can also search books by genre, appeal terms, reviews, and prepackaged booklists. Amazon’s ‘others who looked at this or bought this also bought’ can be very handy. Not only is there a description which allows you to search for appeal terms, but many people see it as ‘people like me read this’. And let’s not discount a library’s own catalog. This can be win or lose based off of the system, but there is usually a description of a title. This helps if the answer to your question of why they liked it is ‘I don’t know’ or ‘it was good’. You can then read the appeal terms that your own library has supplied to help in your search. And when in doubt and at a complete loss, Google it. Seriously, just type in things like ‘humorous historical mystery’ or readalikes for david Sedaris. This works especially well for non-fiction, since there NF RA is slow to the game and has nowhere near the official resources that fiction does. The titles on the right are actually print resources. I’ve pulled these out right in front of people before when an online source was unforthcoming. The best thing about that was that, if they ended up liking the suggestion they would often come and ask for the resource themselves. The point is to familiarize yourselves with the tools, or the potential tools at your disposal.

https://www.westervillelibrary.org/novelist-plus
https://www.westervillelibrary.org/novelist-plus
http://www.goodreads.com/
http://www.goodreads.com/
https://www.amazon.com/Best-Sellers-Kindle-Store-Nonfiction/zgbs/digital-text/157325011
https://www.amazon.com/Best-Sellers-Kindle-Store-Nonfiction/zgbs/digital-text/157325011
http://search.westervillelibrary.org/iii/encore/search/C__Skrakatoa__Orightresult__U?lang=eng&suite=gold
http://search.westervillelibrary.org/iii/encore/search/C__Skrakatoa__Orightresult__U?lang=eng&suite=gold
http://www.google.com/
http://www.google.com/
http://www.whatshouldireadnext.com/
http://www.whatshouldireadnext.com/
https://www.npr.org/books/genres/10115/nonfiction/
https://www.npr.org/books/genres/10115/nonfiction/
http://www.chatgpt.com/
http://www.chatgpt.com/
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Non-fiction has often been seen solely in the realms of reference and not so much as an arm of readers advisory. This is changing and because of that, librarians need to beef up on NF RA as well as fiction. Seekers of non-fiction can be broken down into two categories; task-oriented or information oriented. Task oriented is when they need a book that tells them what to do. This can include cookbooks, car-repair, woodworking, computer coding, you name it. Non-task oriented is where they are seeking information for its own sake, not necessarily because they’re going to utilize it. Books about serial killers are a good example. You hope.



Appeal Factors
Pace

Character

StorylineTone

Writing 
Style
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Non-fiction uses appeal factors just like fiction. After all, they are just the terms that describe why someone likes a book. One of the most important things to be aware of while you’re reading, listening to others, or reading reviews about titles is to pick out the terms that they use to describe a work, called appeal factors. Appeal factors, or terms are applied in an effort to describe and then categorize a story. Publishing houses, bookstores, book reviewers, librarians and regular readers all use words to describe why they like or dislike a title. These 5 descriptors, when used by someone seeking RA help, can be used to match their style and mood with a book. This process has been pioneered by librarians such as Nancy Pearl of ‘Booklust’ fame And Joyce Serricks, the author of several RA books for the ALA. 

These terms you see here are broad categorizations. When having an RA conversation, keep a sharp ear out for the terms described here. 
Pace includes terms like ‘fast-paced’, leisurely, or ‘slowly unfolds’.
Character refers to the characters within the work. Generally the protagonist and/or the antagonist. Did they like that the character was a jerk, or heroic, flawed, quirky, etc.
You hear a lot about the storyline by reviewers and publishers. Words like action-packed, character-drive, and epic tend to paint a wide brush on what the reader can expect. 
The tone is when a work can be described as bleak, funny, sarcastic, feel-good, tear-jerker, and the like.
Writing style describes the author, ahem, writing style, Is it gritty, lyrical descriptive, or narrative. All of those describe the writing.




Narrative

Subject

Type

Appeal

  
Appeal Factors
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There are some new terms though that can help you navigate NF beyond its factual accountability and the appeal terms we’ve addressed before. The narrative has to do with how the ‘story’ is told. Many of the most popular nf reads like a novel. Does it feel like you’re listening to a lecture, being told a story or information by a friend, or like your watching a movie based off of true events. High narrative is where it reads like a novel. There might be dialogue or high-paced action as real events unfold on the page. Low narrative may just inform and not ask the reader to engage any further than to take in the information. A middle range of narrative combines the two. An example of high narrative would be Unbroken by Lauren Hildenbrand. Mary Roach in the book Stiff: the curious life of cadavres is a good example of the middle range of science and engaging the reader, while a book on java coding would be nearer the low narrative side. 
Subject tends to be the first  thing that we librarians think of when we think of non-fiction, but someone reading nf for pleasure may be as tied down to subject as one who is task oriented. Whereas one who is task oriented will care about subject beyond anything else. Subject tends to be addictive, though. You’ll have people who will read all under a subject just to learn it because their interested.
In fiction there exists the novel and the short story. In NF you have a few more options. There are memoirs, biographies, letters, and essays. Let’s take the book Orphans of the living : stories of America's children in foster care by Jennifer Toth, secondary source on foster care in the US. This reads quite differently than the primary, first person account of A child called It by dave pelzer a memoir the authors life in foster care. Academic librarians and public librarians alike helping researchers can recognize the value of both of these sources. I have to say, though that I’ve put pelzerrs book in many the hand of people who just read the novel Orphan Train by Christina Kline because it transitions neatly due to the high narrative and the inherent emotional investment. Food is also a good example. Someone may want a cookbook on French food or they want a story about French food, like a book on Julia Childs’ life in france. 
Joyce Saricks appeal factors, as we saw in the panel before, still apply, only now you have things like the detail level, learning, experience and authority. The next slides will be about some common topics in NF, much like we did with the genres. These examples are coming from the book The readers advisory guide to NF by Neal Wyatt.



Food and Cooking

Types
• Instructional 

• Essays

• History

• Bios and Memoirs

• Reporting

• Narrative Cookbooks

Presenter Notes
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Food is an integral part of life. Well, so is air, but the section on what we breath has nothing on what we eat. Anybody who’s been in a book store, library, or turned on the tv can attest to the popularity of this subject. Not only is the cooking itself a big topic, but the chefs are the new rock stars. There are cookbooks that just tell you what do. Essays, bios and memoirs are often well-written stories where the author takes you through their life with food and the kitchen. The history of food is a big topic too. Reporting narratives offer an insider’s look at restaurants, food, agriculture, anything that has to do with the topic. Narrative cookbooks can combine some or all of these elements.



Science, Mathematics, and Nature

Types
• Explanations

• Investigations

• Nature and Natural History

• Literary or Historical Slants

• Bios and Memoirs

Presenter Notes
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These topics draw topic students, enthusiasts, the curious, and the life-long learners. The writing spans from clinical studies to rich narratives. I find these to be good segues for those that enjoy the scientific aspect of certain shows and books like Big Bang Theory or the forensics of Patricia Cornwell. Explanation books are written for ordinary people and seek to explain complex subjects in simpler terms. A Short History or Nearly everything by Bill Bryson is a good example. Investigations delve deeper into the subject and often assume understanding or familiarity at the outset. Nature and natural history often combine several appeal elements and are rich in detail. These can be done in several writing styles and the setting can happen wherever there’s nature. Literary or Historical slants combines science with history, giving it context and explanation. Longitude : the true story of a lone genius who solved the greatest scientific problem of his time / Dava Sobel is a good example as it describes how a clockmaker worked out how to solve the mariners greatest problem of how to make landfall where they meant to. Bios and memoirs explore the lives of those who work in the field and are often highly narrative while talking a lot about the subject of science math or nature. 



Memoirs
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Now, memoirs have shown up on all the nf topics so far, but you will have people who just describe a want as ‘memoirs’. These are true stories told in a way that’s often much more engaging than a mere biography. It usually highlights a single aspect of their life; a high or a low. People like hearing about other peoples personal experiences and can often be sold on reading about a subject that they hadn’t considered delving into as long as its told well and is engaging.. These can also exist in nearly Dewey topic. They can be dreary, funny, heartening, inspiring or all of the above. 



Sports

Types
• Essays 

• Biography and Memoir

• Reporting

• Time and Place 

Presenter Notes
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So people who ask for a book on basketball may not need or want a work on dribbling drills. This is a widely written subject field and there are all kinds. Essays can read like a newspaper expose or be thorough studies of a particular sport or sports figure. Bios and memoirs focus in on a player, or a coach, or even on the reporter. As is true with any topic enthusiast, the more details the better. Reporting looks at all aspects of the sport, much like the reporter right before, during, and after a big match. Time and place focus on a particular team, figure, or even an event in history. 



True Crime
Types
• Historical

• Reporting

• Heists and Capers

• Biography, Memoirs and Personal Accounts

Presenter Notes
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If there’s one subject where fiction readers will happily cross the line into nf just for fun, true crime is it. People like true crime for the same reasons they like mysteries, thrillers, and horror. The writing, narration, and the characterization are very important in true crime because this is about a real person who did things to real people and (hopefully) how they were caught. Historical true crime is generally very literary and narrative. It covers a crime that happened in the past and all the aspects surrounding the person or event. Jack the Ripper is a great example. Books are still being written on this and people are still reading them. Reporting true crime is often written by actual reporters who follow the case or those involved. These are full of details about the crime, the investigation, all the participants, the trial (if there is one) and even the incarceration. Heists and capers focus on not-murder, like robberies, forgery, and kidnappings. They are noticeably less gory because of that. They are usually not as dark as murder-based true crime and are highly narrative.



Travel

Types
• Memoirs and Personal Accounts

• History, Land, and Place

• Journeys, Escapes, and Adventures.
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Sometimes people want to get away, even when they can’t actually get away. Travel fiction is a great way to escape and learn something at the same time. Every mood and writing style exists within this topic. They tend to be richly detailed as the point is to describe another place in a way that makes you feel something. Memoirs abound as authors describe and share their travels and experiences. These often share adventure aspects of appeal, but this time they’re real! History, land, and place are all together there because writers will give you the history as well as all the details about the geography and the local culture. These are often well-written and detail rich and immerse the reader in their tale. Some travel books focus more on one person’s trip and often read like a novel. 



History and Historical Biography

Types
• Explanations

• History of War/Military History

• Pivotal Moments

• Social and Cultural History

• Disaster History

• Micro History

Presenter Notes
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History has a broad audience. There are scholars, lay historians, and the curious. Readers of historical fiction will often begin to read a historicial nf because their interest was peaked by the novel. Popular movies and even current events can spur an interest in individuals where none had existed before. This is also usually one of the largest sections in any given library. Biographies show up in the title itself because, let’s face it, biographies about past figures are set in the history. The whole reason they have a biography is because they’re placed in a historical setting which gives their story meaning and context. Historical explanations are probably the most numerous. These tell the reader the who, what, why, when, where, and how. These tend to be general but have a broad range of narrative styles from academic to nearly novel-like. War and military history can focus on a single figure, battle, war or country and are some of the most popular in the history section. By their very nature they’ll often carry an adrenaline or emotional element like fiction. Pivotal moments highlight turning points in history. These can include battles, assassinations or even company startups. They’ll generally explain circumstances that led up to an event, follow persons of interest, and give great levels of detail to hold up the pivotal assertion. Now my undergrad was in history and I have to admit that the social and cultural aspect was my favorite. These books give the social and cultural background to the place, time, or event of which the author is writing. The narrative forms vary, but they tend to be fact-drive and detail-oriented. Distaster writing focuses on a single event. Things like shipwrecks, volcanos erupting, earthquakes. If something bad happens, someone is going to write a book about it. These tend to be mid to highly narrative, character-drive. They can cross boundaries with the other historical aspects in the case of science (volcanoes for example) or war (like the Lusitania). Microhistories narrow down to a singular topic. Again, these usually share another of the types, but they’ll differ by their focus on a particular subject. 



General Non-Fiction
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The previous subjects were highlighted because of their popularity in research and public consumption. But what about the rest of the dewey or the library of congress? Everything. Every nf book can be discussed in terms of the narrative, subject, type and appeal factors. And the only way to find the fit between the person in front of you and the book is to have a conversation. The more you learn about both fiction and nonfiction, either by reading, purposeful study, or talking with people, the better you will get at recognizing the ‘feel’ of a book. Paired with good listening skills and a knowledge RA resources, you’ll have people actively seeking you out for help with Readers’ Advisory. Just remember that no matter what, the person with whom you’re speaking has the final say. Your RA suggestion for readalikes to one author may have been perfect for 50 people and one person may completely disagree. Because each reader is different. Just reading and learning and suggesting. 
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Sites like FB, twitter, Tumbler, and others where people can directly respond can count as direct because people can directly interact with the library. The passive is true too. Someone may not interact, but they still got the information. In fact, you may be providing RA to people all around the world and no even know it. If you personally don’t have a presence on at least some of these now, you may want to familiarize yourself at least with the sites and see how librarians and libraries are utilizing these for services and marketing.






AI Tools
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Even with these tools, staff should:✅ Verify book details (AI can hallucinate titles/authors)✅ Use them as idea generators, not final answers✅ Combine with trusted RA tools (NoveList, library catalogs, etc.)✅ Be mindful of equity and bias in recommendations



What NF do 
you 

recommend?

    



BEYOND THE DEWEY CLOSING

NON-FICTION READERS’ ADVISORY

Fin
Jessica Curtis, jcurtis@westervillelibrary.org 
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